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For my parents, Maura and Joe, and growing
up in a house full of music and stories of gigs.


Sinéad Gleeson


This is for my daughter, Coco; my father
and his record collection of jazz and blues;
and my brother, Keller, whose free roaming
mind taught me about improvisation.
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Introduction



I’m in Linda’s closet at Foxfire Apartments. The light is off. We’re trying to be as quiet as possible, making sure we can still hear her parents watching television next door while we get ourselves better situated. Even in the dark, I know the contours of this small space so well. This isn’t the first time we’ve done this together, though that doesn’t stop us from sweating and breathing heavily, the air humid with the palpable fear of getting caught. We’re both fully clothed in denim and fluorescents. I can just about make out her hot-pink top and green lace hairbow as she lies down on her back. I set up the Fisher-Price tape recorder in the corner on top of her jellies shoeboxes. She’s pretty, so she’s spoiled, and, unlike me, who has only one baby pink pair of jellies that I love to wear with white tights, Linda has them in all the colours of the rainbow. I press down hard on the plastic record button, denting one of those stupid boxes, then I lie on top of Linda and we moan. We fill one side of a 60-minute Memorex cassette with our moaning. Later, at home, in my 1980s bedroom with a pastel-coloured rainbow canopy bed and matching rainbow curtains, I play along to the tape with my chord organ, pressing hard on the big circular buttons with my left hand to match the drones of our moans, while my right hand is lost in melody.


In her conversation with Kim Gordon, musician Yoshimi recounts doing her first home recordings on cassette using the equally intimate and unarmoured sound of her peeing layered to the point of sensory overload. Her tale takes me right back to Linda’s closet where I fully inhabit my body across time and space, reliving every detail I thought I’d forgotten. I, too, was an impulsive only child who was introduced to the magical possibilities of music through an uncle. I have a searing memory of dancing to an 8-track copy of AC/DC’s ‘You Shook Me All Night Long’ in my uncle T’s sparse bedroom in West Virginia in front of my astonished grandparents, though like Fatima Bhutto’s father when she dances to ‘Papa Don’t Preach’ by Madonna, they know I don’t fully comprehend the meaning of the words at such a young age, so aren’t upset by my precocious moves.


Like any reader, I don’t share the same background with any of the sixteen female contributors to this book, yet every essay in this vivid collection evokes a powerful memory from my own timeline. Perhaps this speaks of music’s ability to connect us to the recurring highs and lows of human life: birth, love, heartbreak, romance, pain, sex, ageing, loss, illness, loneliness and, ultimately, death. Indeed, music becomes ‘placeholders in life’, as described by Yiyun Li in her touching essay about ‘Auld Lang Syne’. Music dissolves differences and brings us back to life’s eternals, whether we like it or not. ‘Myths about the human heart that I thought I’d debunked revealed themselves to be persistent,’ says Jenn Pelly in her poignant piece about Lucinda Williams. Yes, music is a great leveller, time and again. Often it can confound us, not simply giving us the logical answers we seek, but invoking more questions, thereby continually evading the obvious; an endless mystery much like we are to ourselves. Yiyun Li finds herself moved by Communist songs of her youth when she sings them in the car as an older woman, even if she recognises them as propaganda, just as Fatima Bhutto feels ‘a combination of bruised longing and joy’ when she hears her home country’s cricket anthem. We can’t help but surrender to what moves us in the sound even if it seems contradictory or irrational; in fact, our experience of music is full of contradictions.


This Woman’s Work asks probing questions that strike at the heart of such contradictions – notably, the writers even question their own prose, wondering if it’s doing justice to the music they’re writing about. Has it encapsulated music’s soul? They acknowledge that music somehow remains intangible. We can try to explain and to rationalise it, but we’re seduced back by the song. Music catches you. You can’t explain it, you have to experience it, and these essays are more scores than explanations, pieces that honour the music and are rooted in autobiography to get closer to it; rich articulations of experience. Through highly personal, lucidly detailed memories, the writers’ essays become songs themselves, fluid and sensuous. While on one level I feel compelled to seek out all of the music mentioned throughout the book, a playlist of new discoveries and old favourites that I’ll undoubtedly hear in a fresh way, it’s the writers’ attempts to articulate the inarticulable and their search to echo the unfathomable sound in their texts that stirs me emotionally. There’s no better way to understand music and its emotional character in our lives, than to be song, though the mystery of the music continues to elude us. I’m reminded of Sinéad Gleeson’s essay about the pioneering composer, Wendy Carlos, whose music she found refuge in during the pandemic; the feeling of isolation inherent to her sound mirroring the isolation of living through lockdown. Gleeson experiments with playing a Moog to try to better understand how Carlos is generating this incredibly moving music, but, despite coming to grips with the technical mechanics of the instrument, the music remains unsolvable.


I realise my friend Linda is a bit like Maggie Nelson’s ‘Brilliant Friend’ Lhasa, someone who I idolised that probably meant much more to me than I meant to her. We’ve all had that friend who we feel will always be a bit cooler than us, yet our adoration unlocks and reveals something about ourselves in our desire to embody life as they seem to embody it. We emulate, but must follow our own paths, and there’s something preciously vulnerable about making a fool of ourselves when in the presence of someone who we’re a fan of, as Anne Enright illuminates in her essay centred on Laurie Anderson. We all start out as fans and the essays in this book illustrate that fandom endures – all the essays are from the perspective of a fan in one way or another. I’m so seduced by Lhasa, swept up in Nelson’s prose about leaky New York lofts, strutting stylishly down high school halls, soundtracks with tea and plants, a pink nightgown and a nude photo. I imagine myself as the third in their friendship, grateful to watch it blossom and die, even as I cry. I really do cry as Nelson describes watching old videos of Lhasa to see if she can identify Lhasa’s awareness of her illness before she died. Had she been ‘blinded by life’ as she intended? Is it the song speaking or Lhasa? Who was she? Who am I?


Zakia Sewell mines old cassettes of her mother singing, ‘a ghost, immortalised on tape’, searching not only to better understand her mother, who, though still alive, feels absent due to mental illness, but to better understand her own identity as well. She has the revelation that the voices that haunt her mother are the ‘echoes of ancient traumas, reverberating through the family line,’ and Sewell is able to commune with her mother and her distant ancestors through the music they’ve left behind; the music is the source of the illumination and connection she’s unable to establish in a direct relationship with her mother. I think of my own mother, of all mothers and difficult family relationships, and Sewell reminds me to forgive. And to honour the dead. It’s through the grace and generosity of a piano teacher, Valentina, that Ottessa Moshfegh realises her divine calling is not playing music but, rather, being a writer, recognising she had initially turned to music like her mother to ‘battle through the muck and mire.’ Music embeds our emotions in the body.


Gleeson’s description of Wendy Carlos feels like a mapping of lockdown emotion: ‘Carlos can switch from sinister to melancholic in a sound wave, and the score suited the dystopia, my torpor, the sense that the world once familiar, would never be the same again.’ Similarly, Leslie Jamison has a revelation during the pandemic that music need not be a harbinger of hurtful emotions, ‘the true pulse of music is the sound of it, the way it moves through your body. Dancing with my daughter during the pandemic, I discovered just how liberating it can be to move beyond the words and live in the sound instead – to seek out music as a source of pleasure rather than simply an expression of pain, or a stage for dark interior unravelling.’


In her ‘Essay in Eight Mixes’, Jamison punctuates her memories with mixtapes, most particularly her relationships with men, whether her brothers or lovers, though it’s her first mixtape, given to her by her aunt Kelda that is the most enduring. When replaying Ani DiFranco’s ‘Galileo’ not as the young girl who first heard it, but as an older single mother, she realises ‘perhaps the soul getting it right wasn’t about finding a soulmate, but the pleasure of the song itself …’ I find myself almost singing Jamison’s words as I would a song, and in turn, it begins to inspire my own work. I think, Scar Fuel would be such a terrific band name, that’s Jamison’s mishearing ‘funeral’ in a song. I’m a huge sucker for mishearing song lyrics, it’s why I generally prefer not to include printed lyrics with my own albums; there’s something very special about this mishearing and how it supplants what’s being sung. Cabaret Voltaire’s ‘Nag Nag Nag’ will always be ‘Live Live Die’ to me, and I like it that way. Are we always projecting our own lives onto song? Does this in some way cause the mishearing? The writer and the reader are swept away by the music, moving beyond lyrics into the sound of the body. Jamison’s essay extends the quality of song form and brings it in tune with the body, a feature of many of the essays throughout this book; itself a body of music. Simone White writes to reconcile rap music’s vocabulary with the physical feeling it produces in her body. I feel physically fired up and called to action when reading Liz Pelly’s history of the pioneering Sis Cunningham, Rachel Kushner’s inspired history of fearless Wanda Jackson and Megan Jasper’s life transformation working for Sub Pop Records. That feeling of pushing forward through song even in the most difficult circumstances. The rhythm and flow of Margo Jefferson’s ‘Diaphoresis’ reflects the ‘suave rapture’ of jazz and Ella Fitzgerald’s singing cut with Greek myth. The ecstasy of psychedelic sex giving way to ecstatic poetry in Juliana Huxtable’s ‘Praise Poem’ about Linda Sharrock is a synaesthetic form; the barriers she’s breaking in her own life are mirrored in the music and just as Linda moves beyond words, Huxtable moves beyond form, allowing the text to extend freely like the music.


Jenn Pelly quotes Lucinda Williams’s father Miller’s definition of poetry as ‘the use of language to communicate more than the words seem to say’ in passages where ‘the reader or listener feels like a co-creator’, and, of Lucinda, Jenn writes that ‘like all the greats, her songs create a mirror, into which we look and feel seen.’ This perfectly describes my feelings reading This Woman’s Work. A symbiotic relationship develops between these writers, the music and the reader, much like the performer–audience relationship. It presents an open channel that feels alive. Just as Yoshimi seeks to commune with the ‘notes in-between notes’, so does this prose reach to the heart of music. A body of music that compels repeated readings, the text alive and forever changing. With every new reading, new memories emerge for me. This time it’s not AC/DC in my uncle’s bedroom, but rather it’s me dancing to ‘Thriller’ by Michael Jackson with my friend Lisa. I still have two photos of us. I was jealous her arms curved more perfectly when she raised them over her head. This was the same apartment block that was eventually burned down by the landlords for insurance money – my grandparents woke to smoke and flames, desperately fleeing the building with anything they could grab only to find the landlord and his family in the parking lot with all of their belongings neatly packed away. A lot of cassette recordings made of me and by me were lost in that fire, including the ones of me and Linda moaning. What memories will This Woman’s Work inspire in you? Fall under its spell. This is music returning to music.


Heather Leigh





Fan Girl



Anne Enright


It is always interesting to watch – the Fame Thing. Or perhaps I should call it the Fan Thing, because I don’t mean the mysterious lives of the Famous: their skin regimes or breakfast routines, their ordinary days with extraordinary moments of money or unreality mixed in (moments in which cause and effect are upended and the rules do not apply, when they do not eat or need or love or shit but just are, when fingers are clicked and things appear, when there is no friction, only fame). No, I mean the weak-kneed, wet-eyed, Oh my god you are so famous thing that we all do sometimes. Or we observe, sometimes. Indeed, I have, on occasion, been shoved aside so that someone can get closer to the object of their fame hunger, which looks more like a fame crisis, or fame famishment; their focus is so locked, their need so great. What do they want? I wonder.


As they make contact and start to glow, it is the Me-ness of the fan’s facial expression that is most striking. The Here I am, yes, it is Me, just as you always expected. Some fans blush or look excruciated, and that too can be concerning. Very rarely, one will turn to wither you with their Fan Contempt (the wives of famous men get this a lot, apparently). If you are incidentally adjacent to the truly famous, a fan might swivel as though to say, Who are you? or, Who do you think you are? or, Who the actual fuck are you?


In fact, the flooding of the brain caused by meeting a celebrity makes your frontal lobe fritz out. You become not just excited but also impulsive, not just impulsive but also disinhibited. It is a bit like being drunk and a bit like being demented. Language centres fail. That is why the fan is rude to the point of assault, that is why (and it has only happened to me a few times in life) the fan opens their mouth to speak and says, Haasfyhhy lgnny phillibat yer. You cannot make a sentence.


There it is. You are standing in front of your own personal icon and the stuff spilling out from between your teeth is rubbish. Grammar falls apart. Content is lost. Words are deleted or weirdly distorted. It all merges into a single gloop of word-sentence-blurt. This is not delight, it is a short circuit. And afterwards you say, What just happened? I can’t remember a thing.


Yes, I am speaking of the time when I met Laurie Anderson in the small auditorium of the Irish Arts Center on 51st Street in New York or, if ‘met’ is the wrong word, let me try ‘accosted’ instead; the time I was two feet away from Laurie Anderson and then one foot away, which was certainly close enough to see the flicker of terror in her eye. Or not terror. Of course not! It was just a quick peripheral scan; her brain checking the exits were clear while her eyes kept me right there in plain view. I don’t think her eyeballs twitched. Perhaps it was my smile that alarmed her. I am a middle-aged Irish woman who certainly could do with a bit of dental whitening, and I was smiling my face off a foot away from Laurie Anderson, while trying to make word speak mouth out of noticing her actual dimples DIMPLES!!! yes on her face-sides, both of them, oh my, one on the left and one on what??!?


And afterwards I said to myself, I don’t even remember what I said.


A fan can only be left with regret after such an encounter, the way you regret a dream when it is done. You can’t get back in there to fix its beautiful disaster, you will never say anything better now than fiffloopidiggllyblop.


So, for my own satisfaction, this is what I did not say to Laurie Anderson.


The summer I left college in Dublin, I travelled as a roadie to the Avignon Theatre Festival with a couple of one-woman shows, one of which was a piece called The Diamond Body, based on a short story by Aidan Mathews and starring Olwen Fouéré – who is herself a bit of an icon, for her gift for making an audience think that everything has, very slowly, started to float a few inches above the floor. The Diamond Body was the story of Stephanos, an ‘hermaphrodite’, who ran a gay nightclub on a Greek island and was killed by locals outraged by his (in the story) female breasts. It is told by the lover who lost him, and ends with an account of the surgery the narrator gets in order to share Stephanos’s fate. The lights fade with Olwen unbuttoning to show her naked torso to the audience, her body in an almost religiously sacrificial pose. This gesture was made with great tenderness and sorrow.


The piece was conceived as a musical collaboration with Roger Doyle. His electronic score was dense with the night-sound of crickets, there was a dance number set in the club, a lyric set on the beach. Olwen spoke through a vocoder, an electronic synthesiser which split her voice into different registers, turning her spoken monologue into a kind of sung chorus, and this was one reason why the story felt ancient as well as new.


It premiered in 1984, ten years after Kraftwerk used a vocoder for their chunky electronic hymn ‘Autobahn’, and just three years after Anderson took the technique to the top of the British pop charts with ‘O Superman’, her ethereal challenge to the authority of the machine. Two years later, on this alarming French excursion, I was just the roadie. I did not know where Doyle got the technology, which was the source of some pride and much fussing with leads, jacks and dials. He was working close to the beginning of electronic music in Ireland. I know it wasn’t New York, Laurie! but it was very far from trad.


‘O Superman’ was given its start by John Peel, who had what is now called the bandwidth for maverick wonders like Anderson. When he aired the track in 1981 she was happily planted in the communal downtown New York art scene, which was then impoverished and small: ‘six people in a loft’ as she described it. Her Canal Street studio, which she still owns, was above a methadone clinic, with patients coming up the stairs and snow coming down through the roof. There was ‘plenty of sex and drugs’ and ‘it was fun’ she said in a New York Times interview, though history does not relate whether she partook, or just enjoyed the fact that sex and drugs were all around. Philip Glass, also part of the scene, said, ‘People didn’t have careers then, they had work. We didn’t know what a career was. We were artists. It didn’t occur to us that you would make a living at it someday.’


Anderson grew up in Chicago, where she had been a high-school cheerleader and was voted ‘girl most likely to succeed’. She came to New York to get away from all that. For her first performance art piece, in 1974, she filled a violin with water and played it anyway – the decision she had made, at sixteen, to abandon a career as an orchestral violinist still weighed on her, perhaps. Later, she invented an electric ‘self-playing’ violin which she plied on a street corner while wearing skates encased in a block of ice. She told a story to passers-by about the day her grandmother died, when she walked out onto a frozen lake and found some ducks with their feet trapped. When the ice around her own feet melted, the piece was done. Anderson was busy enacting her freedom. She was not prepared for the success of ‘O Superman’, which is to say she was not able to physically print the required number of records back on Canal Street, so she had to strike a deal with Warner Records to do the job for her. Mentally, we can hope that she was neither prepared nor unprepared. She was wherever she was, because that is the place where Anderson lives. ‘I never believed that one,’ she said of the British fans who screamed outside her limousine. ‘Even at the time … It’s really bizarre and manufactured.’ (You might ask what is being manufactured here – adoration? Capitalism?)


According to one commentator, Anderson was not successful in Europe until she got her spiky haircut, when she became the androgynous cyberpunk we know today. Indeed, we were all cutting our hair and wearing boys’ suits, in those days. At least I certainly was. In Avignon, however, it was too hot for suits, so I dressed as a girl throughout. The Diamond Body played in a stifling basement down by the river, with no natural light and many mosquitoes, and the person who shared the dressing room with Olwen was a French performer who described herself as ‘trans-sexuelle’.


She was very austerely beautiful, with a Kim Novak chignon and manners more melancholy and formal than you might expect, even in France. We saw her down by the municipal pool, bickering with her beautiful mother, and her breasts were an education. I had never seen implants before – I am not sure you could get them in Ireland at that time, for whatever reason. And, also, we were all topless. It was France, it was a dream of sophisticated nakedness that was very real and inevitable, and lovely too.


It seems to me strange that a play about transitioning written nearly thirty years ago now feels so contemporary (pronouns aside) when the theme felt so ancient to us then. The fabulous, futuristic vocoder, meanwhile, is now as retro as a Sony Walkman, and common as any other slightly esoteric piece of kit. Roger Doyle’s album ‘Operating Theatre’ was simultaneously behind and ahead of the times, a temporal loop and swoop that feels entirely Laurie Anderson. Though it should be said that Anderson does not adopt a gender, so much as let the idea of gender go. And even the details I recall – the heat, the darkness, the insects, the way the character died onstage with her torso bared – these tender and slightly fetishised effects would have no place in a Laurie Anderson piece, because her work treats the body as though it were a suit of clothes.


But I wanted to say, when I was grinning like a goon in front of her on 51st Street: You would have liked it, Laurie, The Diamond Body was a good show. I also wanted to tell her that when I became a television producer, just a few years later, I put the video of ‘O Superman’ out on my first broadcast, which was also the first time it played on Irish TV. I know Ireland is a bit small, Laurie.


A few years later I suggested a line from Strange Angels as the epigraph to my first novel, a book which, like the album, was about both angels and television sets, among other things. But someone at the publisher’s made a little face and that tiny implication, whatever it was, spread through my love of Anderson’s work quietly afterwards for many years. The epigraph was set aside, and with that dropped stitch the entire jumper of my love for Laurie started to unravel. Unbelievable, when I think of it, but there were years when I listened to her in a wan sort of way, wishing that I was allowed to like this as much as I liked it, feeling slightly out of fashion. I was not a true fan. If I were a true fan, I would have held all that close. You offer your liking to the world and the world goes ‘meh’. Some people survive this and some people cannot survive this and I am one of the latter.


It was the nineties by then and the electronic moment had shifted and spread. Anderson herself was less musically productive. She made four albums in the busy 1980s and only three after that, devoting more time to performance and film. In 1992 she met Lou Reed, and he brought her out every night. ‘Every night. At first it was hard for me. I was more interested in working. But then I began to really love it.’ Meanwhile, Techno had been born again in Detroit; in Britain, they started to rave; while others moved towards opera – Roger Doyle’s latest lockdown piece iGIRL was recently broadcast on Irish radio with lyrics by playwright Marina Carr.


Which splitting and normalising makes you realise that, in the early world of electronic music, Anderson held the lyrical and the cerebral together in a way that was all her own. She was part of the same crystallisation that produced artists like Brian Eno, Philip Glass, John Zorn and Talking Heads, all of whom were interested in the intersection of human and machine. Most of these artists were male. Most of them, like Anderson, were interested in simplicity and in the absence of affect. They tried for a kind of electronic dreaming; they wanted distance and disliked sentiment. Anderson did not write about falling in love, she wrote about falling, though there is love in the music, too. Or there are stories in the music, and that is why it continues to ring true.


Anderson is a storyteller. The tales she spins are distilled and redistilled until they feel as though they happened to someone else, or to no one. She repeats herself all the time: she gave up the idea of being a professional violinist so she could learn German and physics, but many decades later she still does not know German or physics. She survived a plane crash in which other people died (Where, Laurie? Which plane?). When she was eight, she pushed her twin brothers’ stroller on to that same frozen lake, and had to dive in to save them when it broke through the ice. She wrote to John Kennedy in high school and he sent her roses. She loved her dog and the dog died. These tiny fables about identity, death, fame and love are carefully curated, polished and retold. The more you tell the story, she reminds us, the less you remember the original event.


When Anderson was twelve, she broke her back and had to spend a long time in hospital, where she was surrounded by the sounds of children dying or in distress. She set these sounds aside for many years, and only spoke about how annoying the doctors were when they said she would never walk again. ‘As I’ve got older I’ve realised how much my memories of childhood are just stories I came up with to explain, or cope with, what was going on,’ she said.


So there is, in her free-floating lyrics, a refusal of pain. Does this mean that we have only two options, death or fiction? Actually there is one more. Her stories are funny. Each one has the shape of a joke, with no punchline. More than that, her Special Performing Laurie Voice makes every single sentence funny, for reasons that are not clear. Anderson can be witty in a single word, though it takes two to really hit home. ‘Hi Mom.’ The doubleness is frozen into the delivery; she is both still and mutable, like a flame.


‘I didn’t love my mother – I really didn’t – but I did admire her. Her mother didn’t love her either. Sometimes it just comes down the line.’ What is the difference between love and attachment? Where some musicians, like Glass, are trying for perfection, Anderson is trying for freedom, and these are not the same things.


In 2013, I read her account of the death of her husband Lou Reed, which was published in Rolling Stone, and it was astonishing: ‘I have never seen an expression as full of wonder as Lou’s as he died.’ She was holding in her arms the person she loved most, and his passing seemed to leave her grateful. ‘I had gotten to walk with him to the end of the world. Life – so beautiful, painful and dazzling – does not get better than that. And death? I believe that the purpose of death is the release of love.’


With that telling, which made me weep, I was freed, in my own tiny way, from the business of loving or not loving, having or not having, admiring or not admiring, publicly or privately, the work of Laurie Anderson. Which is a little grandiose of me, I know. But I can’t tell you how difficult I find the music conversation – the one where people gather into tribes, swap favourites, judge, include, exclude, bond, claim status or coolness or an identity because of their choices. Music undoes me. It does not tell me who I am. It is something I listen to on my own.


‘When I was sixteen,’ Anderson said, ‘I didn’t work at having a consistent personality. I knew you were supposed to but that seemed crazy to me, to be just one person all the time.’ In a recent book of photographs about New Yorkers, she is described thus: ‘When Laurie was a little girl she wanted to be “70 different things” when she grew up. She worked as an art teacher, a critic, an illustrator, invented some instruments, made records, wrote books, performed, was an artist-in-residence at NASA, produced movies and was on TV. She collaborated on recordings with Lou Reed, who she married in 2008.’1


In the photograph, Laurie poses in the apartment she shared with Reed in the West Village. It looks nice. The windows behind her are large and hold a night-time view of skyscraper lights. I search this picture the way a fan might. I eat it up. I weigh her choices in decor, and feel how personal they might be. I am the fan as intruder, the scary fan. Look! The frames on the windows are intense, dull grey, the couch is also a Dickensian grey, one that contains a lurking amount of green, the walls are dark green and, in the corner of the frame, there is the swag of a huge tapestry curtain in dark reds and gold. Anderson has placed some objects around her, for the lens. On a side table are two or three cacti in small terracotta pots. By her feet is a strange slab of resin or fibreglass, balanced on a small industrial trolley, which looks – very faintly – like a melted book. This is probably by some famous artist – all Laurie’s friends are famous, and they all ignore their fame: David Bowie, Carrie Fisher, Julian Schnabel. She has friends! A small Buddha sits on a windowsill. Behind her on the wall is a black and white photograph of a naked human back with something like a train track placed along the spine. This may be Anderson’s own naked back (she is famously up there, on her own wall) or it may belong to someone else. Anderson is on the couch with Will, her dog, who has a dressy-looking tag on his collar. Placed on the arm of the couch is a fluffy toy – a gopher, or a beaver, or a chipmunk; some prairie thing, with prominent front teeth. Of course Laurie Anderson has a silly fluffy toy sitting up on the arm of the couch. She is silly the way Buddhists sometimes are. Other celebrities are merely silly: she is a world view.


In the surprisingly small auditorium of the Irish Arts Center on 51st Street in New York, Anderson was performing one of a series of the ‘Picnics’ curated by Paul Muldoon. It was 2016. She tucked her wired-up violin under her chin, took it out again to talk a little more. Then she put it back, struck down with the bow, and filled the room with genius. She was so good. A woman talking to the audience, on her own.


And afterwards there she was. Tiny. Beanie. Dimples. And because I had also been on that stage just the week before, I stood up and hurtled her way. Because I only have this one life (currently) and there she was. It had been so long since we had each cropped our hair. Too long. But let’s not think about that now.


‘Hi,’ I said. Well you don’t know me. Yes it is me. Here I am. You know you were expecting me, and now I have arrived.


No, of course I did not say that. I said fiffloopidiggllyblop.





Songs of Exile



Fatima Bhutto


I am not in my country and since I have been away from it, I feel absent from the world. Not quite in it, not quite outside. There is no food that sits exactly the way I want it to on my tongue, the sounds are all misshapen, the humour of every new place tonally strange, the clothes beautiful but not mine, ill-fitting and uncomfortable. I have trained myself well over the years not to remember how things are, what my country feels like to me, but when I hear certain songs, certain music, I am sure that in all the archipelagos of grief, there is a large swath of land reserved for lost homelands. I was born in exile, away from my country, and grew up outside it. But even as a child, never having stepped foot on Pakistani soil, I ached for it. The aching is more acute now, after a life lived somewhere between the borders of where you belong and the world outside it. Bob Marley said the one good thing about music was that when it hits you, you feel no pain.


I think of several cases where Bob is very wrong.


I am in Damascus, Syria, where I grew up, a child of my father’s exile from his homeland. Like his eyes and his hands, I inherit my father’s homesickness for a country I have never been to myself. He eats chillies at every meal; pickled mango and lemon sent in oily jars from home. He covers a table in his study with an ajrak, a traditionally block-printed Sindhi fabric, in maroon and black. He searches 1980s Damascus for newspapers carrying headlines from home, listening to the BBC World Service every evening, the bells chiming loudly in our small flat. When the newspapers yield a story, he cuts the box of news out of the paper and clips it into a folder, careful not to lose any of the precious words.


But I really know we are homesick because of two songs.


The first is ‘(Sittin’ On) The Dock of the Bay’, sung by Otis Redding. My father has it on a cassette and it plays in the car as we drive around the ancient city of caliphs and kings. Damascus has not been touched then; it is insulated, protected. No one has harmed it yet, no one has laid their hands or filthy weapons on this city of sweet jasmines. In the summer, the air is thick with the perfume of the delicate white flowers. And we two strangers drive through the city listening to Otis Redding sing of leaving his home in Georgia. My father loves the song. Why? I ask him. Because it’s about a man far from his home, he says. I know we are far from our home. I am a small child when General Zia-ul-Haq, a CIA-backed dictator, is in power in Pakistan and he casts a sinister pall over my family’s exile. I know we are not in our country because of the dictatorship. I know my father’s sorrow throbs, I know it burns and blazes with a fury that increases every day. I understand why my father is quiet when the song plays, why he never fast-forwards it or skips past the whistling near the end.


There is another song but this one we listen to at home. ‘Ho Jamalo’, a Sindhi folksong beloved and revered by our people. My father listens to it in the car sometimes, but mainly when he is sitting and reading in his study. I know it does something different to him than ‘(Sittin’ On) The Dock of the Bay’. Even as the song plays and the pulse of his sorrow quickens and slows, ‘Ho Jamalo’ fortifies him. It gives him happiness.


One legend says that in 1889, Jamal, a young man from Sukkur, had been sentenced to death by hanging on the orders of John Jacob, an officer of the British East India Company and acting commissioner of Sindh. The company men were pillaging their way across Sindh, cutting down all those who resisted their occupation and robbery of native land. The legend says that Jacob had Jamal jailed at the same time that a new steel bridge had been built across the Indus River. The bridge was so alien, so large and imposing, that no existing train drivers were willing to cross it, so the British trained death row prisoners to move their machines across the bridge. Jamal was offered a commutation of his sentence if he crossed the bridge and, ever daring, he does it. ‘Ho Jamalo’ is sung as he returns home, called out by his wife, celebrating her husband’s victorious return.


Other legends say the folksong has nothing to do with the British. Sindhis are not especially famous for fighting back invaders, least of all the Brits (a nearby town is christened Jacobabad in John Jacob’s honour), and this other legend claims that Jamal earned his famous folksong for fending off a neighbouring tribe. Regardless, it’s a song Sindhis play wherever they are in the world. They sing ‘Ho Jamalo’ at weddings, at parties, whenever their heart aches.


This is the absurdity of the whole thing. When I am away from my country, even the pop anthem for a cricket league comes at me hard, a combination of bruised longing and joy. Not all music is written by poets.


In the dark night of dictatorship, lasting from 1977 to 1988, Pakistan’s military junta were afraid of everything. General Zia-ul-Haq and his men were so panicked by peaceful protestors that they sent combat helicopters to disperse crowds in Nawabshah. The junta subjected newspapers to twice-daily censor checks but the broadsheets were not afraid, and rather than run watered-down news stories, they took to printing blank pages. The junta were so terrified of journalists that they publicly flogged them, inspired by Saudi Arabia, hoping to draw big crowds in stadiums where whipping and torture might become spectator sports. But Pakistan is not Saudi Arabia. People didn’t have an appetite for public cruelty.


The dictatorship banned the party flag of the Pakistan People’s Party, whose democratically elected government they had overthrown, arrested thousands of political workers and handed down a minimum of twenty-five lashes for anyone caught taking part in political organising, agitation, or gatherings. All political activities were banned. Lawyers, journalists, artists, protestors and defiant women were incarcerated by the tens of thousands. Under General Zia it became a crime to think, to protest, to speak, to be.


Women were policed with sinister vigilance – newsreaders who did not cover their hair were taken off air, adultery and fornication were made crimes punishable by stoning to death, effectively criminalising rape victims. If you were raped and married, you had just committed adultery. If you were raped and single, you were guilty of fornication. Though courts seeking to please the military government handed down twenty-three death-by-stoning sentences to women, none were carried out. Instead, the jails swelled. In 1979, Pakistan housed a total of seventy women in all of her jails. By 1988, there were six thousand. The majority of the prisoners were poor, illiterate women. The Hudood Ordinances meant that while a rape victim was imprisoned, rapists always went free because you can’t prove a man is a rapist with a medical test. Zia’s laws only acknowledged rape if four adult Muslim men of impeccable, upstanding character happened to witness the exact moment of rape. This addendum was meaningless; why would four men of great character hang around to watch a rape?


There was no end to the brutalisation of Pakistani society. Thieves were to have their hands amputated by law, but in this poor country not one man could be found willing to carry out an amputation. No executioner would do it. Fine, martial law administrators were not deterred; they went to butchers. But not a butcher in all of Pakistan would agree to take a thief’s – any thieves’ – hands. Everything was a crime then, everyone a criminal. ‘Only in Russia is poetry so important,’ Osip Mandelstam once said, ‘it gets people killed.’ Not only in Russia, but here too. In the long night of the most oppressive dictatorship in Pakistan’s history, secrets were cancelled, poets were banished, singers who defied martial law were ruined, taken off stage and television. But they sang. When there were no more lyrics, they sang the banned verses of poetry.


We were lucky to have music in exile. It carried us over the swells and tides of loneliness. When my father was happy, the music changed – it was Elvis, smirking about teddy bears, fever and escaping jail, the Beatles singing about the Soviet Union, Ray Charles on the piano. I listened to Madonna and wore cut-off lace gloves. I noticed as my father watched me learning the words to ‘Papa Don’t Preach’, but he wasn’t worried. I didn’t know what any of the words meant. We watched Michael Jackson’s ‘Thriller’ over and over again, screaming. No fan of Arabic music, my father relented only once that I remember – giving ‘Abu Yousef’, a Damascene pop song, his rare mark of approval. I have tried for years since to find the song, but we listened to music back then on bootleg cassettes, copied by friends, or else on CDs burned by kindly shopkeepers. You had to play your music carefully in those days, delicately, lifting CDs with just the ridges of your fingers so that you wouldn’t scratch them. Rewind a cassette too carelessly and its tape could spool out, knotted and in a jumble. Worse yet, the tape could break and no hack could piece it back together. There were no iTunes accounts, no Spotify, none of that in 1980s Damascus. I’ve looked for ‘Abu Yousef’ on YouTube and SoundCloud but it has vanished, lost in the past.


When my brother was born and would shimmy to the sound of anything, my father curated music for him too. ‘Kiss’ was at the top of their song list, not the Prince original, but the more sanitary Tom Jones cover; my brother would run from the opposite end of the flat if he heard Jones’s deep baritone, like a pigeon called home. My father lived, like all exiles, in the promise of return. Someday soon. Maybe a year, or a few months, in the new year, by spring. We’ll be home by spring.


Faiz Ahmed Faiz wrote anthems of resistance that have crossed the borders beyond Pakistan. His poetry is scrawled on placards by students in Delhi and chanted by protestors in Kashmir. In his own country, Faiz was jailed and eventually banished by General Zia. Living in Beirut in exile, Faiz wrote poems for the Palestinians. The junta forbade public readings of his poetry, whether about tyrants or Palestinian persecution, and all of Faiz’s verses became crimes. ‘We will see, certainly we will see, the day that has been promised to us,’ Faiz wrote in the poem known as ‘Hum Dekhenge’, We Will See. ‘When tall mountains of tyranny will blow away like wisps of cotton, and beneath our feet, the feet of the oppressed, the earth will tremble.’


A dictatorship that was terrified of everything, of everyone, met its opposite in a population that was scared of nothing and nobody. Students fought Zia’s martial law, women, lawyers, actors, artists, writers, comedians – no one collaborated with the state. Everyone resisted. Madam Noor Jehan, Pakistani cinema’s most famous and prolific playback singer, was known as Malika-e-Tarannum or the Queen of Melody. She acted and sang in films in both India, before Partition, and Pakistan, after. In 1965 as Pakistan and India prepared for war – their second in less than twenty years – Noor Jehan rang up Radio Pakistan to tell them she wanted to sing for the nation. No one at the station believed it was really her, Madam Noor Jehan, idol, actress and singer on the line.


‘Is this funny to you?’ a Radio Pakistan director asked her. ‘There are bombs and shells flying around here.’ She eventually drove to the station, with a curfew pass, to prove that her offer was genuine. Though everyone was fleeing, Noor Jehan, who often performed in a tightly wrapped sari, stood in the empty studios and sang her songs of war. For this, she was compared to Umm Kulthum, the Egyptian legend who sang rousing numbers for Egypt before battle and defeat. Her music was so emotional, so precious to Egyptians, President Gamal Abdel Nasser timed his radio addresses to air after her concerts.


But though she sang for soldiers, Noor Jehan wasn’t afraid of them. One of her most famous numbers, ‘Mujhse Pehli si Muhabbat’, was taken from a Faiz poem, ‘My Beloved, Do Not Expect that Old Love From Me’.* Faiz was so entranced by her rendition that he said the poem no longer belonged to him, it was Madam Noor Jehan’s now. During the dictatorship, when Faiz was being held by the junta on sedition charges, Noor Jehan was warned against singing the ghazal at a concert. ‘If Faiz is a traitor, then I am one too,’ the diva declared. She not only sang the song but began the concert with it.


But the most famous story of how music marshalled itself against the country’s most notorious dictatorship comes not from Madam Noor Jehan, but another songstress, Iqbal Bano. Two years after the poet’s death, his family organised an evening dedicated to his memory. Artists and musicians refused their normal fees to come and pay homage to the great Faiz and hundreds of people squeezed into a packed hall at Lahore’s Alhamra Arts Council. Political workers came in large numbers that night and, finding no seats, crowded into the staircases and sat on the steps to listen to Faiz’s poetry.


Bano took to the stage and, wearing a black sari, began to sing the poem Faiz wrote in 1979, two years after Zia’s coup, ‘Hum Dekhenge’. There is no video recording of the performance but an audio technician secretly recorded Bano. According to Faiz’s grandson, his uncle had the foresight to smuggle the recording out of the country and to a friend in Dubai who had it copied, ready for distribution so Pakistanis everywhere could hear Faiz’s anthem against dictatorship. It is chilling to hear, preserved on YouTube, with no images, just a photo of Iqbal Bano as the background. Her voice is warm and clear, interrupted by shouts and chants of ‘Inquilab Zindabad’, or ‘Long Live Revolution’, as she sings beautifully for eleven minutes. Every verse about the fall of tyrants is met with waves of applause. ‘All crowns will be tossed,’ Bano sings, ‘all thrones will fall. We will see, we will watch.’
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