
 

Attuned: Essays 

by 

Jessica N. Kibler 

 

 

 

A PROJECT 

submitted to 

Oregon State University 

University Honors College 

 

 

 

in partial fulfillment of 
the requirements for the 

degree of 
 

Honors Baccalaureate of Arts in English (Honors Associate) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Presented May 19, 2014 
Commencement June 2014 

  



 

  



 

AN ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS OF 

Jessica N. Kibler for the degree of Honors Baccalaureate of Arts in English presented on 

May 19, 2014. Title: Attuned: Essays. 

 

Abstract approved: _________________________________________________ 

                                                                   Elena Passarello  

  

This creative nonfiction thesis is an attempt to create a conversation between personal and 

collective truths. All four of the essays share the subject of music: one focusing on a band’s 

strange performance, another on an artist and his album, another on a cover band’s live 

show, and the last on an unusual hypothetical instrument. I believe our enjoyment of certain 

music and distaste for other music is more subjective than we usually care to admit; we enjoy 

songs not just because of quality but also because of deep personal connections. Each of the 

essays explores what it looks like to discuss music in personal terms. In varying degrees, they 

all use music as a starting point into further explorations of conditions we confront when we 

exist, like anxiety, self-exploration, and nostalgia.  

Key words: creative nonfiction, essays, music, creative writing 

Corresponding e-mail address: kiblerj@onid.oregonstate.edu 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

©Copyright by Jessica N. Kibler 
May 19, 2014 

All Rights Reserved 
  



 

Attuned: Essays 

by 

Jessica N. Kibler 

 

 

 

A PROJECT 

submitted to 

Oregon State University 

University Honors College 

 

 

 

in partial fulfillment of 
the requirements for the 

degree of 
 

Honors Baccalaureate of Arts in English (Honors Associate) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Presented May 19, 2014 
Commencement June 2014 

  



 

Honors Baccalaureate of Arts in English project of Jessica N. Kibler presented on May 19, 
2014. 
 
APPROVED: 
 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Mentor, representing English 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Committee Member, representing English 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Committee Member, representing English 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Chair, School of Writing, Literature, and Film 
 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Dean, University Honors College 
 
 
 
 
I understand that my project will become part of the permanent collection of Oregon State 
University, University Honors College. My signature below authorizes release of my project 
to any reader upon request. 
 
 
 
________________________________________________________________________ 

Jessica N. Kibler, Author 
  



 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
 

This project depended on the incredible support I’ve received from family, friends, 

professors, and coworkers while I’ve been at Oregon State; thank you, all of you. 

Specifically, thanks to my committee: to Elena Passarello, who let me pretend to be a grad 

student for a term and who—with unmatchable humor and encouragement—taught me all 

about the crazy world of creative nonfiction in the first place; to Jesse Donaldson, who has 

offered countless hours to reading and editing drafts of these essays and whose “you’re 

doing great”s helped me continue when I wasn’t so sure I could; and thanks to Tim Jensen, 

who jumped into this excitedly and got me thinking about the collection in ways I hadn’t yet. 

Also, thanks to my parents, who tell me often that they’re proud of me; to Susan Rodgers, 

whose fiction class three years ago showed me that maybe I could do this writing thing; to 

my friend Brendan Hansen, who actively convinced me even further; to winter term 

workshop, for reading my work like I was one of you; and to my boyfriend, Spencer 

McElmurry, whose patient ear helped me develop some of the ideas in this collection and 

who only sighs when I warn that I’m writing about him.   



 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

Page 
 

Introduction……………………………………………………………………….……….1 
 
Interlude: “Sorrow”………………………………………………………………………...2 
 
Repeat……………………………………………………………………………………...3 
 
Interlude: “I Am A God”…………………………………………………………………15 
 
C-ns-r-d………………………………………………………………………………...…16 
 
Interlude: “Don’t Stop ‘Til You Get Enough”…………………………………………….28 
 
Don’t Stop ‘Til You Get Enough…………………………………………………………29 
 
Interlude: “I Just Can’t Wait to be King”………………………………………………….35 
 
In the Key of Cat………………………………………………………………………….36 
  



 

Attuned: Essays 

 

Introduction 

 

Recently, I came across an interview with John Jeremiah Sullivan, whose empathetic 

essay collection Pulphead was a great influence on this collection, and in it he said this: “The 

only teacher I had in college that ever gave us writers good advice said, ‘Run five miles every 

day and take aspirin.’ The logic being that you’re going to be in your 40s by the time you 

have anything worthwhile to say, and to just be alive by the time that comes. And that turned 

out to be very solid advice that I never followed. Solid as a rock.” It upset me, of course, 

because it was a writer I admire repeating what I’ve often heard—“Oh, just wait until you’re 

older; what you think now is all going to change.”  

  Patronizing as it is, it may end up being completely true. But it’s a statement that 

reeks of preconceived silence, and as this collection suggests, I’m no longer interested in 

being silent. Joan Didion famously said, “I write entirely to find out what I’m thinking, what 

I’m looking at, what I see and what it means. What I want and what I fear.” I write knowing 

I could change my mind, knowing I probably will. I write now because it’s how everything 

makes sense. My voice is closest to a yawp when it is forced through keystrokes.  

 So that’s what this collection is: it’s fighting the fear of not having anything 

worthwhile to say, and it’s trusting that to get better, we first must begin. 
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Interlude: “Sorrow” 

 

Sorrow found me when I was young 
Sorrow waited, sorrow won 
Sorrow, they put me on the pill 
It's in my honey, it's in my milk 

Don't leave my hyper heart alone on the water 
Cover me in rag and bone sympathy 
'Cause I don't wanna get over you 
I don't wanna get over you 

Sorrow's my body on the waves 
Sorrow's a girl inside my cake 
I live in a city sorrow built 
It's in my honey, it's in my milk 

Don't leave my hyper heart alone on the water 
Cover me in rag and bone sympathy 
'Cause I don't wanna get over you 
I don't wanna get over you 

Don't leave my hyper heart alone on the water 

Cover me in rag and bone sympathy 

'Cause I don't wanna get over you 

I don't wanna get



3 

Repeat 

 

At the end of summer 2013, I found myself living in England and I found myself 

having panic attacks. Like the land surrounding me, anxiety was foreign, and I didn’t know 

how to handle it, so I didn’t. I should’ve seen a doctor; I made an appointment and then 

cancelled it. I suppose it started on the ten-hour flight to Amsterdam in September, when 

my books stayed in the seatback pocket and I imagined the plane plummeting into the 

Atlantic. I cried my eyeliner into my sleep mask while a 70-year-old man in an elbow-patched 

cardigan snored beside me. After landing, the excitement of hearing Dutch spoken over the 

tram’s intercom convinced me that I was okay, that I was okay even when I noticed the way 

canal houses lean forward like sinking gravestones, even when I heard the constricting 

whoosh of the Chunnel on the train to London, even when my aunt, who was traveling with 

me, brought up the London Underground bombings while we rode the Tube. For a while, I 

didn’t have to remind myself to breathe in slowly, to breathe out slowly.  

*** 

Earlier, in the spring of 2013, The National, a rock band known for their somber 

vocals and minimal, repetitive instrumentation, performed the song “Sorrow” for six hours 

straight, 107 times plus a one-song “Sorrow” encore. A Lot of Sorrow was a performance 

piece created by Ragnar Kjartansson, an Icelandic artist who deals in what The Believer calls 

“heroic acts of repetition.” Its description reads, “the idea behind A Lot of Sorrow is devoid 

of irony, yet full of humor and emotion. It is another quest to find the comic in the tragic 

and vice versa.” 

The National played in MoMA PS1’s outdoor dome on a bare stage with a grey-

white backdrop and multiple fog machines. Usually, these machines create a hovering fog 
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around performers’ feet, but because the performance lasted all afternoon, that fog seeped 

upward, cementing the band in a grey-white haze the same color as the dome. Outside was a 

pale blue, New York City sky, but inside was gray and gloomy as all hell. The band dressed 

all in black and white, everyone in well-tailored suit jackets except for the drummer, who 

wore a black t-shirt and compression wristbands and a terrycloth headband across his 

forehead.  

“It was one of the most incredible experiences we’ve all had together,” Bryce 

Dessner, the band’s guitarist, told the Montreal Gazette of the six-hour “Sorrow” 

performance. “I never played [the song] the same way twice. So it ended up being this 

amazing band moment of finding endless variation in something very simple.” The 

National’s lead singer, Matt Berninger, said that because he only had to think about one 

thing, the day of the performance was the most relaxing he’d had in months. For some of us, 

though, repetition is not a comfort; it becomes monotony, and monotony does not feel 

heroic or relaxing. For some of us, monotony feels heavy, like cement-colored fog.  

*** 

Before my aunt flew back to the States, she dropped me off at Lancaster University, 

a rural campus built mostly in a time of Brutalism. Red brick was nowhere to be found, 

every academic building slate grey. In recent years, the administration had attempted to liven 

up the campus with new housing complexes painted bright oranges and reds and blues; my 

college, the smallest on campus and the one with the cheapest housing, had a spirited motto 

they screen-printed onto royal purple sweatshirts: “Everywhere else is nowhere.”  

Before I arrived in England, I did picture a place that made everywhere else seem like 

nowhere. I’d built up my romantic image over years listening to Britpop and looking at 

pictures of puffed-up sheep in rolling, Crayola-green hills. So I was disappointed to learn 
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that my flat was not a stately castle—as a friend at home remarked, “Your school is younger 

than The Beatles”—and that I did not have a leaded glass window. My window, which never 

closed completely, looked out onto other buildings full of rooms that were identical to mine, 

rooms built for broke students. My bed, desk, and wardrobe were all made to look like birch, 

but they were laminate, and the walls and ceiling and curtains were the same white and the 

same grey as each day’s sky.  My mattress—which I saw often, as the bottom sheet did not 

fit properly—was denim blue and the pattern was as ugly and unwelcoming as a bus seat. 

Everything about the room told me that the space was not permanent and would not accept 

any romantic projections.  

My first night, I went with my flatmates—two other Americans, a Lithuanian, and 

the rest British—to the pub downstairs. Campus had nine pubs, and ours was the only one 

not trying to double as a nightclub. Instead of an open dance floor, we had low ceilings and 

large brown booths. I considered inviting out two friends from home who were also 

spending the term at Lancaster, but I never did. I knew Danica and Phil from a church 

group I used to attend, but we’d drifted apart since I’d stopped going. I stuck with my 

flatmates instead and drank my first watery Carlsberg, which was not my last. Every 

Wednesday for the next three months, my flatmates and I circled around a booth, drank 

those cheap pints, listened to the same rotation of American pop songs, and lost the pub 

quiz. 

*** 

One of the lines in “Sorrow” reads, “sorrow’s the girl inside my cake.” Many 

listeners hear “cage” or “cave,” but the band insists the word is “cake.” “It’s meant to be 

kind of funny,” guitarist Bryce Dessner said in a 2010 interview. Like sorrow is something to 

celebrate. Even after watching that interview, I hear “sorrow’s the girl inside my cave.” 
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Really, it doesn’t seem like Matt Berninger says anything there at all: when you listen to 

“Sorrow,” no matter how loud you turn up the volume, you will only ever hear, “Sorrow’s 

the girl inside my cay.” He never lands the consonant. No shivering, j-sounded “g” or 

resonating “v” or sticky “k.” However we choose to sing along, we jump to conclusions, we 

make variations out of absolutely nothing. 

*** 

As I quickly learned, England has no shortage of comfort food: meat puddings, 

bangers and mash drowning in onion gravy, soups in giant containers from Sainsbury’s, and, 

once the temperature leaned toward Christmas, hot mulled wine. Nearly everything worth 

consuming had steam spiraling out of it. But most days, instead of getting a full meal at a 

pub across campus or taking the bus into town to find real food, I would grab a £2 steak and 

potato pie from the convenience store after class and eat it alone in my flat. Some days, I ate 

it from its metal tin with one of the two forks I owned, which were plastic-handled and 

purchased from the charity shop on campus. Some days, I got out of class late, and the pie 

was cold, so I microwaved it on my only plate before sitting at my desk, roll-down blinds 

trying to block out the wind and yet another grey sky, and watching yet another episode of 

It’s Always Sunny in Philadelphia. By the time I moved back home, I’d watched seven of the 

show’s eight seasons. 

*** 

In the middle of A Lot of Sorrow, Ragnar Kjartansson stepped on stage and brought 

The National sandwiches, beer, and coconut water. Drummer Bryan Devendorf sat out the 

next rendition of “Sorrow” while the band played on without the pitter-patter of his hi-hat. 

An audience member later said that after so many repeats, the lack of percussion made it 

sound like an entirely new song. A welcome change after so much of the same. 
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*** 

A month after arriving in Lancaster, I finally met up with Danica and Phil, my 

friends from home. I told them I wanted to go to Edinburgh. “Oh,” Danica said. Apparently 

they had plans to go the following weekend. Train tickets and nights in hostels had already 

been purchased. “We should have invited you!” she said, but no retroactive invitation was 

extended. All my flatmates had their own reasons for not wanting to go: they were not 

excited to spend drinking money on travel (everyone from the UK), they broke their foot 

drunk during week one (Joe from Colorado), they were waiting for their boyfriend to visit 

(Hillary from Pennsylvania). A month later, after a Shakespeare seminar, I took a train alone 

to Princes Street, hoping to experience something new. And I did: the sky was a cloudless 

blue, though buildings still cast much of the city in darkness. Occasional black-stoned 

monuments stood over shoppers, and trees lacking leaves left spindly shadows in graveyards.  

A close friend from home had lived in Edinburgh the previous fall and she told 

everyone she left a part of her behind in Scotland. Hers was the study abroad narrative I’d 

always heard, repeated in story after story: go, fall in love with a person or a city or whatever, 

dwell upon the pain of the return home, refuse home, hold on strongly to nostalgia, maybe 

eventually get over it but never fully. I suppose, as I stood in Edinburgh, I understood my 

friend’s attachment to the city as much as I ever will, but I was losing myself between 

cobblestones in a way that was much less romantic.  

On my second day in Edinburgh, I wandered to a small record store in the 

Grassmarket, and though it couldn’t have been larger than a suburban McDonalds, I spent 

over an hour circling the stacks, looking for records I wanted that I knew I couldn’t get 

home. As much as I love record stores, the employees’ music knowledge frightens me, and 

when I’m shopping for records, I never know how to carry myself. I sift through rows I 
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don’t care about in an attempt to blend in with the regulars, and I dread the day some guy 

with a tattoo sleeve asks me what I like and my unrefined tastes spill out, like how I saw 

Coldplay recently from the back of a sports stadium and enjoyed it so much that I damn near 

cried. Still, I was determined to find something I wouldn’t be able to find at home, so I 

fought through my nerves and talked to the man working behind the counter. He was 

middle-aged and his earlobe-length blondish-grey hair was combed back, but in more of a 

dad-with-a-Fender way than a Nick Cave way. He wore dark clothes, nothing memorable, 

with a face full of stubble. I told him I wasn’t from there—“but you can probably tell 

without me saying that,” I said, forcing a laugh. When he didn’t reply, I told him I wanted 

something new to take home, and he asked what kind of music I liked. “I’m really into The 

National lately,” I said. 

 “Yeah,” he said, “they have this really deep mumbly vocal thing happening.” He 

handed me a white CD that said “Withered Hand” and “Good News” in letters that looked 

punched out. The photo on the cover was a full-body shot of a man with long hair and 

flared jeans and uneven wings drawn in thick felt-tip. “The vocals on this are much higher,” 

he said, “but it’s also lyrically strong. Kind of like Conor Oberst too, if you like that sort of 

thing.”  

No one had talked to me about music in so long. I didn’t know if my new friends 

were into the music I liked. I hadn’t bothered asking them. “I trust you,” I said and handed 

over my debit card. My favorite song on that album is “Religious Songs.” “I don’t really 

know what I should do,” it opens. “Like, should I be passing this bread along to you?”  

*** 

When The National’s Matt Berninger sings, he clasps his hands tightly around the 

microphone and brings it as close to his mouth as possible without muffling the sound. His 
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eyes close. He faces the ground as he rocks on the balls of his feet, and he leans forward on 

the mic stand like it’s his only dependable limb.  

“I very rarely make eye contact with anyone,” he’s said, “and [I] either stare at the 

exit sign or close my eyes. If I were conscious of the way people are watching me perform, I 

think I’d be too mortified and embarrassed. When you get into self-conscious spirals, you 

can’t stop thinking about messing up and looking like an idiot.” It’s deliberate isolation, this 

way he performs, but as an onlooker, it makes the performance seem more personal. His 

bandmates play on, dance on, but it’s hard to stop staring at Berninger.  

When he sings without a microphone at smaller acoustic performances, his chin 

raises but his eyes remain closed. He arches his eyebrows, and his hands are in his front 

pockets, all like a kid hesitantly singing along to hymns from the back pew.  

*** 

A few weeks before heading home, I finally made an effort with Danica and Phil, 

and we took a bus two hours east from campus to spend a day in York and see its famous 

Minster. I don’t know if the bus went up through the Lake District or down around Leeds 

or straight through Harrogate; we spent the ride talking, mostly about the differences 

between England and home. I spoke in the same platitudes I’d been repeating for months: “I 

can’t wait to have decent coffee again,” “I miss real chicken wings,” “the chocolate here is so 

much better.” They talked about the new leaders at the church group where we’d met, 

people I didn’t know. When we arrived in York, we headed for an upward staircase so we 

could walk atop the medieval wall—built over the wooden remains of its Roman 

predecessor—that encloses the city. It was a beautiful day and that meant it was windy. We 

squeezed—literally—through a Christmas market along with what seemed like every other 

person in York, stopping for tea and blueberry scones. Eventually, we made our way to York 
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Minster, the largest Gothic cathedral in northern Europe. Danica and Phil didn’t want to pay 

the £9 entrance fee, so I went in without them. 

I spent an hour in the cathedral, mostly looking down at engravings marking tombs 

below the marble. I wanted to look up but couldn’t. The closest I’d come to even 

considering talking to God was months before, back in America, when a friend from my old 

church group asked me to help fund his mission trip. I told him, “I’ll pray for you,” but I’m 

sure he could tell in my hesitant voice that I wouldn’t. I didn’t. I guess I wasn’t sure God was 

listening to me anymore, but while I walked past the Chapel of St. Nicholas, patron saint of 

children and sailors and brides, I stopped with intent to light a candle and say a prayer. I had 

never lit a prayer candle. I was only familiar with a casual Christian faith that lacked 

denomination and occurred in auditoriums rented for weekly services, and I didn’t have a 

lighter and couldn’t find any matches around the pews. I wanted to ask someone, but I 

couldn’t bring myself to do it. Next to me, two women held each other and cried into 

handkerchiefs. I kept walking. 

I imagine it is difficult to be an atheist in a cathedral like that, but perhaps the 

opposite is true as well. Maybe it is easier to remain self-contained and let the silence allow 

you to accept the reality of your size, the reality that nothing can see or hear you inside all 

that stone anyway.   

*** 

 There is a scene in The National’s 2013 documentary, Mistaken for Strangers, in which 

Berninger is about to go on stage to perform for the largest crowd of his life. He is clearly 

anxious, he paces, and his brother Tom tells him, from behind the camera, to go into the 

other room and scream to get himself worked up, to get his anxiety out. Berninger goes into 

the bathroom, shuts the door, and starts singing “Vanderlyle Crybaby Geeks,” one of the 
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band’s songs, and the scene pans to the hallway, and from the hallway, we can still hear him 

singing loudly and a little off-key. In the movie, it comes off a little funny that in his panic, 

he sings a song he wrote. He doesn’t scream something unwieldy. Maybe anxiety thirsts for 

self-defined familiarity, for the comforts we have within ourselves. 

*** 

At Lancaster, when I wasn’t taking short trips, I was stuck in my flat by myself. 

Town was £3 and 20 minutes away, so most days, I didn’t bother leaving campus. Most of 

my friends liked to go out late and drink, and I didn’t have the money or the social skills to 

join them. Instead, I spent hours of each day frowning at my computer screen, immobilized, 

ears covered by bulky plastic headphones, listening to The National. The dreariness was all I 

could stand to listen to and I was so goddamn sad that I couldn’t even knowingly smirk 

when I listened to their song “England.” I didn’t really know what I was sad about and I 

don’t really know now. I thought maybe I missed home but I knew that wasn’t it. What I 

missed was companionship, what I missed was not being alone. Every week I had the 

intention of going to Writer’s Society meetings and every week I didn’t. I thought about it 

and my chest tightened. The panic attacks started. Some days I was sobbing in my bed at 

three in the afternoon or trying not to hyperventilate while finding books in the library. I 

told no one. 

*** 

As soon as I discovered The National were playing in Manchester, only an hour train 

ride from Lancaster, I bought a ticket for the second night of their two-night run. I arrived 

at the O2 Apollo after my cab from the station drove around the venue in a big circle to up 

the fare. I dodged people at the coat check by tying my jacket around my waist. I skipped the 

bar. And once I’d placed myself close enough to the stage, I tried to make it look like I 
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belonged. I overheard a group of boys talking about Lancaster and tucked my elbows to my 

sides, taking up as little space as possible while playing games on my cell phone.  

The band took the stage one-by-one and began with “Don’t Swallow the Cap,” a 

song with vocals much higher than Berninger usually sings. I heard one girl singing loudly a 

few people away; she held her interlocked hands below her chin as if in prayer. Berninger 

paced between songs, hitting his hands on his thighs, sometimes hitting the microphone 

against the side of his head, sometimes stepping off stage like we weren’t even there, like we 

didn’t matter. That’s what made him mesmerizing. I had to tell myself to look at other band 

members. As they played, Berninger drank a bottle of red wine and when it was empty, he 

opened a bottle of white. During the encore, he jumped into the crowd, and I felt weird 

about touching him but everyone reached for him so I did too, touching the padded 

shoulder of his suit jacket. Here, it didn’t feel out of place to connect like this. A man of 

roughly forty years put his arm around Berninger’s shoulders and kissed the top of his 

sweaty, balding head. 

They did not play “Sorrow.” I’d studied the setlist and knew it was supposed to 

come early, so I tried not to sulk when they played songs I liked less. I had wanted to take 

“Sorrow” away as a souvenir. They did debut a new song, and I tried to make that mean 

something. I thought maybe the show could be my turning point, and it would be symbolic 

and beautiful and grand, like flowers in an old vase at the start of spring. I tried to make a 

metaphor in real time, but metaphors don’t work like that. You don’t get to create symbols 

as they happen to you.  

But if you’re lucky, if you’re paying attention, you may get something else. 

“Graceless” began with Berninger’s stumbling inflections, his voice ignoring the drums’ 

brash repeated one-two; he coasted over them, letting his notes bleed together and rise and 
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fall against the abrupt pulses. He picked up his mic stand and paced with it. The way his 

voice and the drums fought against each other was entrancing, like a brash version of a 

lullaby. I liked the song enough before, but I didn’t anticipate the smooth, whiskey-shot 

force it had live. Every time Berninger sang “graceless” at the top and bottom of verses I 

sang with him, and each time he was louder than before and so was I. He shouted: “Put the 

flowers you find in a vase. If you’re dead in the mind, it’ll brighten the place. Don’t let ‘em 

die on the vine, it’s a waste.” On the album, he does not scream, and this is the moment the 

rest of the band begins to overtake him. In the studio, Berninger fades. But live, he turned 

those words, so introspective before, into demands.  

Toward the end of “Graceless,” Berninger stopped singing “graceless.” He sang, 

“You can’t imagine how I hate this,” keeping the same inflection. Then he started singing 

“grace” where “graceless” was previously. “Grace” was the song’s last word and at this point 

it was near the end of the show and I was shouting too. I don’t do that, not at shows, not 

alone around so many strangers, but there it felt okay and it felt grand and maybe it felt 

beautiful too. I was looking up toward the elevated stage, looking up like I couldn’t at York 

Minster. There I was shouting and it didn’t matter if anyone saw me. 

*** 

In my smiling photographs and memories of England, there are lots of other faces, 

lots of variation within simple moments. In December, a few of my flatmates and I took an 

overnight trip to London, and we laughed at each other, and we helped each other, and we 

were stranded at Euston Station for a few hours because someone was hit by a train, and we 

thought about that but tried not to. And on one of my last days in Lancaster, I took a walk 

around the campus trail with two of my flatmates, and when I told them I hadn’t realized 

how close to the motorway we’d lived, they laughed. “Oh my God,” one of them said. “I 
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wake up and fall asleep to that horrendous noise.” And at every single pub quiz that fall, four 

desperate sets of eyes had darted to me when questions about literature were asked. When I 

got one right, four hands high-fived me.  

*** 

In the one-hundredth “Sorrow,” we hear Berninger’s voice crumble until it is 

completely inaudible, until all we can hear is the swell of the off-pitch audience filling in the 

verse. It is defeated but it is more like resigning. He lets them take over. 

Then, after the 107th “Sorrow,” the band walked off the stage together and the 

crowd begged for an encore and the band returned and Berninger said “this one’s called 

‘Sorrow’” and the crowd cheered and he shut his eyes and leaned forward. 
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Interlude: “I Am A God” 

 
Suh mi tek har outta bugah red and put her in a tall skirt 
And now she find out what life is really worth 
No to X rated 
Yo mi tek har outta bugah red and put her in a tall skirt 
And now e is really wortated 

 
I am a god 

 
I am a god 
Hurry up with my damn massage 
Hurry up with my damn ménage 
 man of God 
My whole life in the hands of God 

 

Soon as they like you make 'em unlike you 

Cause kissing people ass is so unlike you 

The only rapper compared to Michael 

Old niggas mentally still in high school 

Since the tight jeans they never liked you 

Pink-ass polos with a fucking backpack 

But everybody know you brought real rap backdiamond, Chi-town shinin 

 
I am a god 
So hurry up with my damn massage 
In a French-ass restaurant 
Hurry up with my damn croissants 
I am a god 

 
I just talked to Jesus 
He said, "What up Yeezus?" 
I said, "Shit I'm chilling 
Trying to stack these millions" 
I  

AAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!! 
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C-ns-r-d 

 

Growing up, my brother and I loved Now That’s What I Call Music! albums. Volume 

18 was a favorite, and we spent many nights arguing over who got to listen to it in their 

headphones after lights-out. To annoy me, as younger brothers are wont to do, he often 

played airplane with my top-bunk mattress, shoving his feet upward and giggling when I’d 

roll away from the lump.  Most nights I turned the volume up on my CD player and tried to 

ignore him, but one night he was particularly persistent, I suggested we both learn to rap 

“Drop It Like It’s Hot.” It was censored, of course, because all Now CDs are censored. The 

empty pockets meant nothing to me then. I had no experiences to teach me what the 

blanked word in “And I roll the best ---- ‘cause I got it going on” could mean, but I loved 

the upward slide as the Os elongated in the introduction’s “Snoooooooooooooooooooop!,” 

and I loved the primary rhythm of sampled clicking tongues. My brother did, too. Instead of 

sleeping, we would lay there, staring at our Spongebob-decorated walls, whispering rapped 

lines about gang affiliations and champagne, leaving holes for the words we couldn’t 

understand. 

--- 

Aside from a “PARENTAL ADVISORY: EXPLICIT LANGUAGE” label, a single 

fluorescent orange rectangular sticker serves as the only art on Kanye West’s 2013 album, 

Yeezus. When I went to open my CD, I noticed the sticker was perforated, had pockets of 

weakness that were meant to help me tear it open, but the stitches on my copy were 

misaligned with the jewel case’s opening. I couldn’t slide my fingernail through those spaces 

like the album’s designers had intended. Instead I used a steak knife to break the seal.  

--- 
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For much of my life, I lived in the skirt of the suburbs with my mom. Our high 

school—my mother’s and mine—was nicknamed “Cow Pie High” and more than once in 

my four years, a student had to chase a neighbors’ escaped goat off campus. And yet, 

because of our relative proximity to Portland, and because of the suburban complexes that 

began down the street, there was a surprising blend of perspectives for a school so far out of 

the way. Common were lifted trucks with state-college-of-choice hitch covers, but so were 

Hollister jeans and diamond earrings received on a sweet sixteen, and so were thrifted 

sweaters and Manic Panic-ed hairdos. As an editor of the school’s newspaper, I was attuned 

to all these people interacting. When interviewing them, I was allowed to be a part of each 

group and, simultaneously, a part of none at all. Because of this, I was constantly trying to 

find where to align myself. 

--- 

The start of Yeezus is as uninviting as its resilient packaging. The synthesizers on “On 

Sight,” the first track, sound as if they aren’t working properly before they slide into a 

rhythm that changes by a couple beats about every four repetitions, and even that varies. 

When you think your fingers are tapping properly, the beat shifts again. It never sounds like 

it is trying to become a foundation for the song to build upon, and that is why the song is so 

uncomfortable. Over all this, West raps, “How much do I not give a fuck?/Let me show you 

right now ‘fore you give it up,” repeats the line, and then the song cuts directly, no 

transition, to a pitch-altered choir singing, “He’ll give us what we need/it may not be what 

we want” over a church organ, again likely synthesized, and all at a much slower tempo than 

the song’s first minute. By all definitions this is not the same song. But a few seconds into 

the choir break, with no transition, we’re back to the synthesized beats from before, and it is 

the same song. 
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This is how West describes the track: “It’s the sonic version of what internet static 

would be, just like that moment of being in a restaurant and ripping the tablecloth out from 

under all the glasses.” 

When I first heard “On Sight,” I wondered if I’d made a mistake buying the album. 

What I heard was strange and discordant and none of it made sense. At first. Surely I was 

missing something, I thought, but instead of giving up, I listened to Yeezus for days trying to 

parse some semblance of meaning out of it. 

--- 

My mom and I used to watch a lot of The Golden Girls together. Around age ten, I 

picked up on the girls’ repetitive use of the word “slut.” One night, sitting at my 

grandparents’ house, my mom and grandma started play-bickering. When they do this, it is 

quick and full of wit and reminiscent of those four ladies I watched on TV. I joined in—

quoting the show—and said “you old slut.” My mom’s face showed her shock, her jaw 

unhinging. That’s what I remember: her face, not the words she used to explain my poor 

choice of language. I had no idea I’d done anything wrong. When Sophia said that on TV, 

the audience laughed, and I knew laughing to be a good thing. I guess at some point I 

learned not to repeat everything the adults say.  

--- 

The conversation around who owns certain language, who gets to use it and who 

doesn’t, is one I don’t expect to cease, especially when related to hip hop. Some will say 

there is power in reclaiming words and others will say that some words are too tainted to be 

reclaimed. There are artists who use the “n” word to make a cultural statement, those who 

use it because they don’t understand why they wouldn’t, and those who refuse to use it for 

its history. “Blood on the Leaves,” the seventh track on Yeezus, is perhaps the album’s most 
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complicated song for this reason. The song samples “Strange Fruit,” originally a poem by 

Jewish poet and communist Abel Meeropol about lynching. The poem was first recorded as 

a song by Billie Holiday in 1939. Nina Simone covered it in 1965, and this is the version 

West samples. West punctuates Simone dramatically—their emphatic voices often sounding 

off simultaneously—with an auto-tuned tale not of racial violence, but of overconsumption 

and a doomed relationship.  

After a blaring horn transition, West quotes C Murder, “fuck them other n----s 

‘cause I’m down with my n----s,” while Simone sings “black bodies swingin’ in the summer 

breeze” behind him. Not one and then the other. Both at the same time. Craig Warner, who 

teaches literature, music, and cultural history at University of Wisconsin-Madison, says 

“Strange Fruit” is “so widespread” that its mere presence announces a conversation about 

race. If the song were an inkblot, in other words, everyone would see it and still say 

“racism.”  

Warner said West’s “Blood on the Leaves” keeps “the voices of ancestors and the 

awareness of the history alive. Once he's established his dynamic with Murder, Nina, and 

Billie, it's not about the layers, it's about understanding that this is his call, formed in 

response to the history." But maybe it is about the layers too. Maybe it has to be, because 

West’s interaction with “Strange Fruit” on this track is far different than mine would be. My 

response is to censor myself when I quote the song. I don’t get to decide what that word 

means, or who gets to say it, or who doesn’t. And I’m okay with that. I will never feel 

comfortable even typing the letters beyond the n. 

--- 

Our family tells us how much we look alike, my mom and I. She once showed me a 

picture of her as a child and I thought it was a picture of me. I am unlike her, though, in that 



20 

she enjoys attention in a room full of family and will crack jokes to receive it. She is also a 

proud Republican, and I am unlike her there, too. I don’t like labels. I would rather not be 

boiled-down. There are labels I am comfortable with—woman, daughter, feminist—but 

those are simply who I am, not who I vote for. My boyfriend says he’s conservative, not 

subscribing to any capital letter, but he’s not even that. He was raised that way, so I think he 

feels that he owes who he was. I don’t know why I don’t feel that same sense of debt. I 

worry that my differing views make me seem ungrateful to my mother. Yes, imitation is a 

hearty form of love, but it can also be a form of self-censorship. We censor ourselves when 

we do everything we’re told without thinking about why. When we do that, we don’t allow 

our consciences to speak. 

--- 

When I was young and listening to Snoop Dogg, I didn’t acknowledge the 

censorship in the empty pockets of radio edits, but when West’s album Graduation was 

released, I was 15, and I knew I’d get in trouble if I was caught buying a PARENTAL 

ADVISORY-labeled copy, so I bought the clean version. The eighth track, “Drunk and Hot 

Girls,” was unlistenable. In the stumbling chorus, West’s vocals wandered drunkenly higher 

and then lower in pitch, and swear words were removed from some repeated lyrics but were 

left behind in others; the first few choruses sang “bullshit” and the rest sang “bull----.” I 

hated the inconsistent censorship, but I almost always pressed skip when the song came on 

for other reasons I couldn’t yet articulate. They probably had something to do with the line: 

“Oh now you sober, how’d I know you’d say that, you drunk and hot girl.” 

--- 

I had an English teacher in high school who quickly became my idol. She came to 

class wearing band t-shirts from shows the night before, and she talked to us like we were 



21 

adults, like we had interesting things to say. I decided I wanted to be just like her. She and I 

even looked similar, to the point that my friends and her colleagues would mix us up in the 

hallways sometimes, calling her Jessica and calling me Jenifer. I would hang out with her 

during her grading period, and I treated our conversations like lessons, letting her fill in my 

knowledge gaps. She told me she wasn’t a feminist but an equalist, and so that’s what I was 

too. It wasn’t until college that I learned what a feminist was, and then that’s who I became. 

About a year ago, I saw her by chance at a concert, standing awkwardly with beer in hand 

while everyone around her remained seated, and she told me, “If you ever figure out what to 

do with an English degree, let me know. I still don’t know what to do with mine.” 

--- 

I still don’t know what to do with “Bound 2,” the final track on Yeezus. On the song, 

West raps, “She asked me what I wished for on my wish list/Have you ever asked your bitch 

for other bitches?”  The music video features West’s fiancée Kim Kardashian bouncing 

topless with him on a motorcycle, lying down with her shoulders against the front of the 

bike, arms raised to the handlebars in a posture of openness. He gets to ride the bike 

normally, muscled arms protruding forward to grasp the handlebars, and he sings this line 

while looking directly into her eyes. Thanks to her body absorbing the exaggerated rumble of 

the motorcycle, it looks like he’s fucking her. Kardashian has this squint to her eyes that is 

meant to imply softness, but it looks forced, like someone turned the wind machine up too 

high. Much of this—the assumed hierarchy of West’s aggressive masculinity to Kardashian’s 

supine femininity, the lyric “close your eyes and let the word paint a thousand pictures / one 

good girl is worth a thousand bitches”—causes me to watch in slight discomfort until he 

asks his bitch for other bitches. She is the mother of his child, and I wonder if Kardashian 

considered, while she bounced passively, what their daughter would think when she watches 
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the video for the first time. But who am I to dictate the meaning of Kardashian’s actions? 

I’m told modern feminism is about letting women make their own decisions and not filling 

in their meanings for them. 

--- 

Yeezus isn’t all bad news, especially in its wild moments. “I Am A God” is the third 

track and the only song on the album to include a “featuring” credit, despite the numerous 

voices other than West’s that show up on Yeezus. It’s God Himself who gets the co-billing. 

The song begins again with a synthesized, sudden beat and unintelligible spoken-word—a 

sample from a reggae artist. It then proceeds to a buzzing, pulsing bass. West raps one 

quatrain with all four lines ending in the word “god”: “I am a god / even though I’m a man 

of God / my whole life in the hands of God / so y’all better quit playing with God.” This 

repeated word use lends to the song’s minimalism: at many points, all we hear is West 

rapping over two bass lines that fight for prominence; one never really sounds louder than 

the other. It is startling, then, when the desperate screaming and panting show up later in the 

track. There, West stops rapping, and the two bass lines stop momentarily too, and the 

screaming and panting become the primary vocals, and we have no underlying 

instrumentation in which to hide. Then, the screams stop, and the track shifts to Bon Iver’s 

Justin Vernon singing “Ain’t no way I’m giving up, I’m a god” in his usual auto-tuned 

falsetto for its last ten seconds. The song’s fragments piece together in that final moment, 

making that conventionally beautiful ending ring particularly satisfyingly against all the 

previous discord. 

West told W Magazine that “I Am A God” was a response to a designer who would 

only invite him to a Paris Fashion Week show if he promised not to attend any others. West 

said, “Nobody can tell me where I can and can’t go. Man, I’m the No. 1 living and breathing 
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rock star…To even think they could tell me where I could and couldn’t go is just ludicrous. 

It’s blasphemous—to rock ’n’ roll, and to music.” 

We can feel that anger in “I Am A God” when West growls, “in a French-ass 

restaurant/hurry up with my damn croissants,” a line that makes you laugh until you realize 

it is not a joke. It’s probably the most ridiculous line on the album, but he sounds so angry, 

and his frustration lands hard in the ear. Something in that snarl is about more than pastries.  

West talks a lot about classism outside of his music; he’s spoken in interviews about how he 

feels looked down upon because he’s “just” a rapper, and because his girl is “just” on a 

reality show.  

Asked about the song again during an interview with BBC Radio 1, asked about his 

audacity to call himself a god, West said, “Would it have been better if I had a song that said 

‘I am a gangster’ or if I had a song that said ‘I am a pimp?’ All those colors and patinas fit 

better on a person like me, right?”  

--- 

Jimmy Kimmel interviewed West after the two got in a Twitter feud in late 2013, and 

the interview is exhausting because of West’s ranting—Kimmel just lets him talk—but it 

helps explain the disjointedness of Yeezus. West hops from topic to topic to topic with hardly 

an intermediate breath, but he continually goes back to the same idea that he is who he is, 

and he doesn’t give a shit who has anything to say about that: “For me, ya know, I’m a 

creative genius, and there’s no other way to word it, and I know you’re not supposed to say 

that about yourself, and I say things the wrong way a lot of times. My intention is always 

positive; I want to bring more things to the world, I want to help the world, I want to make 

people’s lives easier.” 
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Later in the interview, West said, “I’m totally weird, and I’m totally honest, and I’m 

totally inappropriate sometimes, and the thing is, you know, for me to say I wasn’t a genius, I 

would just be lying to you and to myself.”  

This is the West that I want to learn to imitate. I want to say the words I believe 

without fearing how others will take them. During the interview, West wore a simple black 

fabric W.W.J.D. bracelet. When I was younger, I wore the exact same one. I thought I knew 

what I believed then, enough to let abbreviated words on my wrist speak for me. But my 

confidence in those letters was, even then, waning. The periods between those letters were 

filled with an internal dialogue becoming increasingly louder, one much more interested in 

nuance than strict definition. I no longer wear that bracelet West wears. Now, I fear 

ascribing aphorisms to myself knowing I don’t know much of anything. The root of that fear 

is a struggle to figure out which parts of me are true and which have been passively grafted 

from others, because now I understand that I’m allowed to create my own meanings. 

--- 

When I was in seventh grade, a measure on a mid-term election was set to decide 

how Oregon’s constitution defined marriage. A “yes” vote meant that marriage could only 

exist between a man and a woman. I knew my mom liked President Bush. I saw mini vans 

with Bush stickers next to their “Yes on Measure 36!” stickers. A cute boy who sat next to 

me in social studies was vocal about his “yes.” Because of all this, I, too, decided “yes” was 

the way to go. To impress that boy, I made a “Vote yes on Measure 36!” sign with red and 

blue markers for the front of my binder. At the bottom, I wrote, in quotes, “I am President 

George W. Bush and I approve this message,” mimicking the language I heard on television. 

--- 
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Maybe West, too, mimics what he hears, but that doesn’t make him less accountable. 

Frank Ocean, an out bisexual, lends vocals to Yeezus on the same track West raps, “You see 

there’s leaders and there’s followers/but I’d rather be a dick than a swallower.” Rick Rubin, 

the album’s producer, said vocals were placed on half of the tracks within an hour, and lyrics 

to two of the songs were also written in that same hour. That line, then, could have been 

free-association or it could have been sitting in a notebook for weeks. I’m not sure which is 

worse: spouting the vile words that come naturally or the ones that have been dwelled upon.  

--- 

My mother was the one who explained marriage equality to me. I asked what she 

thought about Measure 36 and about the idea of “gay marriage” during a drive home from 

my grandparents’ house. “I’m going to vote no,” she said. “I don’t have to agree with it or 

understand it, and they shouldn’t get any special treatment, but it still should be legal.” My 

assumption, so defined by labels, so certainly right, wasn’t right at all.  

Despite the cute boy, I removed the evangelizing paper from my binder that night. 

--- 

Late in 2013, on a train to London, sitting across from each other on blood red seats 

and clutching Christmas-themed coffee cups, my mom asked me why I stopped attending 

church group. I’d been a Bible study leader, a person the young members were told to look 

up to, that whole thing. My mom is a casual Christian who hasn’t gone to church since I was 

in Sunday school. We don’t often speak of faith, but when we do she asks questions phrased 

to verify that I still believe in God. Because she’s told me she thinks most faith-based 

organizations are extreme, her interest in my faith has never made much sense to me. 

 “Well,” I said, looking out the window, “I didn’t like all the attention on pre-marital 

sex.” I knew when I started talking that my explanation wouldn’t be taken well, but I had to 
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answer and I had to answer truthfully. It was a subject I’d thought a lot about, but I hadn’t 

vocalized my thoughts to anyone who would challenge me. I understand now that to speak 

was to help me define how I felt. “They always made it out like sex is this huge, life-changing 

thing. I don’t think the amount of sex a person has changes who they really are.” 

“Sex is a huge thing,” she said. 

“I just don’t think it has to be,” I said. The train was nearly empty but the people 

seated behind my mother kept looking over at us. I continued. “If my friend went out and 

said she slept with some guy she just met, and she said she’d enjoyed herself, I wouldn’t look 

at her any differently. She’s still the same person. Whether someone sleeps with zero people 

or thirty people has no effect on me. It doesn’t change her morals or who she is.” I kept 

looking out the window.  

 “Well, then, you have no morals,” my mother said, and she turned her body to face 

the aisle. I realized I had made her cry. I said, “Wow.” 

Mom spent much of the remainder of our day in London with her back turned to 

me, wiping her eyes while crossing the street, wiping her eyes as we did what tourists were 

supposed to do. The day before, she had flown eleven hours to visit me. I had taken an early 

train to meet her at the airport so she wouldn’t have to find my flat alone. 

 There comes a point when you have to place a filter to your ear when you hear 

words that hurt you. You let through the words you want to believe, you let them live in you, 

and you make the rest into blank pockets. Because when we do finally find what we believe, 

when we no longer need other peoples’ words to graft into ours, we must then let our own 

words speak the loudest. That means no longer letting anyone else decide who we are. 

Maybe I want West’s harsh synthesizer, growling voice, and lack of transitions to 

serve as social commentary on their own, as a statement about our general avoidance of 
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discomfort, and maybe I want to ignore the words he actually says sometimes. And maybe 

West is right in his outbursts and my acceptance of his music despite its lyrical bullshit 

shouldn’t make me feel guilty. I latch onto West and listen despite questionable lyrics 

because his words project an overwhelming belief in himself, and I turn away from my 

mother’s because I want to believe in myself the same way. When my mom said I have no 

morals, I only said “wow.” In West, I see a man saying what he wants and not giving a shit 

about the backlash. And I respect the fuck out of that.  
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Interlude: “Don’t Stop ‘Til You Get Enough” 

Lovely is the feelin' now 

Fever, temperatures risin' now 

Power (ah power) is the force the vowmy body now 

Just love me 'til you don't know how (ooh) 

get enough 

Keep on with the force don't stop'til you get enough 

Keep on with the force don't stop 

Don't stop 'til you get enough 

I'm melting (I'm melting) like hot candle wax 

Sensation (ah sensation) lo ere we're at (ooh) 

So let love take us through the hours 

 

Eternal (ah eternal) love shines in my eyes (ooh) 

So let love take us through the hours 

I won't be complanin' (no no) 

'Cause your love is all right, alright 

Keep on with the force don't stop 

Don't stop 'til you get enough 

Keep on with the force don't stop 

Don't stop 'til you get enough 

Keep on with the force don't stop 

Don't stop 'til you get enough 

Keep on with the force don't stop 

Don't stop 'til you get enough 

Keep on with the force don't stop 

Don't stop 'til you get enough 

Keep on with the force don't stop 

Don't stop 'til you get enough 

Keep on with the force don't stop 

Don't stop 'til you get enough 

Keep on with the force don't stop 

Don't stop 'til you get enough 
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Don’t Stop ‘Til You Get Enough 

 

There was a man in twisted pigtails and he danced with his arms outstretched to 

Michael Jackson’s “Beat It.” He spun with purposeful bursts from his core with his entire 

body. Then he turned into himself, chin-to-chest, elbows to his sides, but his feet stayed 

dancing; his knees pulled up and down like a third grader playing hopscotch or like a 

National Guardsman jumping from tire to tire at basic training. Beside him, a man in cargo 

pants, a cotton t-shirt, and hiking boots stomped up and down continually as if skipping 

rope. 

 It was a Saturday evening at W.O.W. Hall, a non-profit community center in Eugene, 

Oregon. When you grow up in Oregon but outside of Eugene, you learn to imagine the city 

as pure hippy bullshit, like San Francisco but smaller and on a little less acid. Eugene 

exemplifies an exaggerated form of uniqueness; representative photos of the city often 

feature heavily tattooed and pierced residents. It’s also a place where things are created: Bill 

Bowerman ruined his wife’s waffle iron in Eugene to create his first Nike running shoes, and 

there’s a statue of another hometown hero, Ken Kesey, downtown. So it is there, in a city of 

white girls with dreadlocks, of strong weed and $200 running shoes, of a past filled with 

psychedelic drugs, of dancing in pigtails, where I went to figure out what it is about a 

Michael Jackson tribute band—something wholly unoriginal, I thought—that appeals to 

people. 

The show’s opener didn’t appeal at all. Apparently Dr. Rocket usually had a 

drummer, but that night the band was just a shoeless blonde guy in a sparkly kurta playing an 

acoustic guitar with untrimmed strings that poked out from the neck in every direction. The 
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room smelled strongly of weed even though only two women were on the floor, one in a suit 

vest and another in flowy everything. Every other person in attendance sat on benches that 

ran along the room’s perimeter. Dr. Rocket sang only one song I can remember. He 

introduced it like this: “This is a slow one, and it’s kind of long, so bear with me. Or don’t.” 

He kept shrugging his shoulders. Opening for a band that only plays the well-loved hits of a 

world icon cannot be an easy gig. Dr. Rocket sang sometimes high through his nose and 

sometimes low in his chest but he mostly sang in his throat. Instead of this sounding like a 

bark, though, he stretched himself into multiple-syllable guttural pleas. “Oh, diamonds,” he 

growled, then he returned to his head voice, “they’re all I ever dreamed about.” Through the 

entirety of Dr. Rocket’s set, two girls who looked like they rode in on death’s motorcycle sat 

on the benches popping gum, their faces lit by smartphones. They didn’t look up when he 

left the stage and the rest of the audience clapped obediently. 

After a few minutes, the door opened from “backstage,” which was actually not 

backstage at all but was a room behind the crowd near the sound booth, and then the crowd 

cheered. A woman with blonde hair to her lower back shot up and jumped around clapping. 

We all watched as ten instrumentalists in varying amounts of black and red and white poured 

through us and toward the stage. They then laid down the track, layering one instrument at a 

time, vamping in anticipation of the vocals. The drummer and a couple horn players 

motioned for the crowd to stand, and nearly everyone did, including those two girls. Once 

the track was set, four vocalists trickled out from the back room. The band’s supposed 

leader and cowbell player, squat and impressively round and wearing a pinstriped fedora, told 

us they were “the world’s ONLY 14-piece Michael Jackson cover band!,” as if we’d question 

their credibility if there were others. 
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For the first six months Foreverland existed, they called themselves Neverland, but 

then Michael’s estate wrote a letter saying they’d take legal action if the band didn’t change 

their name. The band complied, and the Never became Forever. This seems appropriate 

since the band plays songs we have always known, songs that have held popularity for over 

thirty years because of generally agreed-upon quality and also because of comfortable 

familiarity. These songs have become staples of all-aged nostalgia. The endurance of these 

songs, their never-ending pop culture presence, means you can long for the pasts they 

represent even if you weren’t alive when The Jackson 5 went on The Ed Sullivan Show. By the 

time I was born, all of Michael’s hits had already been released, yet I still remember spending 

afternoons on my aunt’s couch watching his music videos. His is music we pass down like a 

crown. 

Foreverland started the show with “I Want You Back,” and the lone female vocalist 

took the lead, doing a convincing young Michael when her “oooh!”s sang up through her 

nose and head. Her hair was a vibrant red that suggested it came from a bottle, and she wore 

a long-sleeved black sequined dress with a rolling shimmer exactly like Michael’s when he 

first moonwalked for the world. The rest of the band wore little nods to Michael, too: the 

three other vocalists, all male, had military-style jackets like those Michael wore in countless 

performances paired with shimmering silver jeans. 

One vocalist’s open jacket revealed a t-shirt with the stylized Guy Fawkes mask from 

V for Vendetta, a symbol for internet hacktivist group Anonymous, whose unnamed members 

crash websites and crack into government databases in the unnamed name of justice. In the 

context of this particular band, which is hired to play songs they don’t write, the hint at 

power created through collected hidden identities felt intentional. It seemed that this shirt 

projected that he knew his role in the band was to be one of fourteen, not the one like 



32 

Michael was. In life, the wearer of that t-shirt is Matthew Layne, but there he was 25% 

Michael Jackson, which is likely close to the peak percentage a commoner can embody 

without emotional collapse. Layne had thin brown curly hair that frizzed out and down past 

his shoulder blades, and when he first started singing—high, nasaly enough to blend 

together his words—I thought there must have been another female vocalist off-stage. This 

is what happens, I suppose, when you cram 14 bodies onto a community center stage, six in 

a row in the back, eight in a row in the front. Each band member danced; the vocalists 

choreographed their arm movements so we watched them move as one figure, though they 

didn’t have much room to do so. 

The closest any of them sounded to Michael was the spiky-haired blonde with 

sparkly eye shadow, but it was only his “hoo!”s at the end of “Bad” that really nailed it. He 

was the loudest voice in the four-part harmony at “you’re throwin’ stones to hide your 

hand,” and the crowd shouted in admiration. None of the vocalists looked like Michael, 

especially the fourth singer, who towered over the rest with his curly slicked-back ponytail. 

He was also the only vocalist who did not appear to be white, which I only noticed when he 

took Paul McCartney’s part in “Say Say Say.” He sounded the least like Michael, too—he 

had the vibrato, but it was slow, almost painfully so. He sang lead on “Human Nature,” and 

when he reached “reaching out,” he went a little showy, repeating the line twice, hanging 

long on the “ou,” and the band went silent to accommodate his solo. Someone in the front 

of the audience asserted a deep, affirmative, gravelly “oh!,” and a trumpeter smiled and 

nodded his head. 

The vocal differences were only noticeable because the backing instrumentation 

sounded so impressively true to the original tracks. But the band stylized too, adding horns 

to “Don’t Stop ‘Til You Get Enough” where originally there are strings. Still, the songs 
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sounded like the ones we know. If you were a casual Michael fan—and that’s all you needed 

to be, as the band didn’t play any songs that weren’t well-known—or if you were simply not 

looking for these stylish moments, then the differences were quite easy to miss, especially 

when trying to track four voices, four horns, two percussionists, two guitarists, a bassist, and 

a keyboardist. But the miniscule stylized moments were the only chances the band’s 

members got to break the mold that had been set for them. In Foreverland, each member 

takes advantage of this—everyone gets their moment—but only enough to make the 

audience realize each member’s talent. It is never enough to make the audience question the 

band for straying too far from the originals. 

And perhaps this is what the band hopes for. People don’t see tribute bands to hear 

something new. The band’s goal is to sell tickets and put on a show that the crowd will tell 

their friends about, which is why there were business cards instead of CDs on what’s usually 

the merchandise table. The merchandise we can take away from a tribute band is only the 

experience watching it, an experience that, we hope, is as close as possible to what we 

already know. 

Maybe authenticity isn’t what the audience really cared about, though. The audience 

didn’t much look at the band and instead looked wherever it is they do when they shuffle 

around—at the wall, at their feet, at their clenched fists, at their partners. What really seemed 

to matter to this crowd was that music they knew was playing, and that music was good 

enough to dance to. This may be because the band’s novelty comes from its size, not from 

its claims to impersonation. Maybe if Foreverland had an MJ impersonator for a vocalist 

who sounded and looked like Michael down to the nose, then the crowd would be looking 

for ways in which the band failed in mimicry. Here, it’s not about being spot-on; it’s about 

being close and having a little fun with it. 
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Even though Eugene is a city that prides itself on creativity, all these people were 

happy to spend $18 on nostalgia, on a piece of culture that hasn’t been considered new for 

decades. This means comfort is the band’s product, and that comfort can be found by 

singing in a band that lets you be 75% anonymous and 25% someone else or by being free to 

spin around to songs you’ve loved for so much of your life. Comfort is also what nostalgia is 

about: we miss the past, we long for it, because it is what we already know. 

After an hour, the band finished their first set with “Beat It,” and the guitarist 

stepped forward with his white electric to take on Eddie Van Halen’s solo with a pedal that 

made me think of Boston’s “More Than A Feeling.” Again, a nod to the familiar. Then, 

Foreverland stepped off stage and the crowd sat. Most of the band went “backstage,” but a 

few members hung around the audience to talk with the friends they’d invited. Thirty 

minutes later, the band returned, and at that moment, the couple seated next to me decided 

to leave—not during the break, but at the second the band returned. This is another aspect 

of comfort: if the tribute band exists for the fun of the audience, the audience gets to decide 

how present they want to be. If they wish to leave—and about a quarter of the audience did 

here during the break—then leave they do. Of course, this is true of any concert, but when 

the man onstage in the pinstriped fedora said, “we’re still the world’s only 14-piece Michael 

Jackson cover band: Foreverland!,” his reintroduction implied an acceptance of this that 

most artists don’t acknowledge. That reintroduction suggested that there are new faces in the 

crowd that showed up late, too. The band knows many people only come for part of their 

shows and they embrace this, they give themselves a rest. After all, you didn’t see Michael 

take thirty-minute mid-show breaks. It is in the name of comfort for the band but also for 

the audience, and for a band that does not sell albums, keeping the audience happy is what’s 

most important. 
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Faced with an hour drive home, I left a few songs into the second set. But I still left 

bobbing my head to songs I love, and I left with a re-entry stamp on my wrist that said “life 

is beautifu,” the “l” uninked.  And when I left I decided the “Forever” in Foreverland was 

actually misleading. A good tribute band does not need us to be happy forever, but they do 

need to fit nicely into our lives as our lives are. They don’t need to make us contemplate life 

in grandiosity, they simply need to make us dance until we get enough. After all, when the 

crowd thinned, the man in the twisted pigtails had more room to spin. 
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Interlude: “I Just Can’t Wait to be King” 

 

I'm gonna be a mighty king 
So enemies beware 
Well, I've never seen a king of beasts 
With quite so little hair 

I'm gonna be the mane (main) event 
Like no king was before 
I'm brushing up on looking down 
I'm working on my roar 

Thus far, a rather uninspiring thing 
Oh, I just can't wait to be king 
You've rather a long way to go 
Young master if you think 

No one saying, "Do this" 
Now when I said that, I 
No one saying, "Be there" 
What I meant was 

No one saying, "Stop that" 
Look, what you don't realize 
No one saying, "See here" 
Now see here 

Free to run around all day 
Well, that's definitely out 
Free to do it all my way 

I think it's time that you and I 
Arranged a heart to heart 
Kings don't need advice 
From little hornbills for a start 

If this is where the monarchy is headed 
Count me out 
Out of service, out of Africa 
I wouldn't hang about 

This child is getting wildly out 
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In the Key of Cat 

 

I have a cat, a needy little thing, and she meows this grating plea I assume most cats 

can muster. When they are happy, they are still shrill, hitting the note that shivers our nerves 

until we scratch that spot behind their ears. When Gabby, my cat, wants a treat, she sits by 

her food bowl and meows this horrible meow—it sounds like she’s trapped in a burning 

house—until I give in to make her stop. Even when I arrive home after a long day out, she 

meows with urgency. Even then, content and rubbing whiskers on my hand, she meows in 

shrieks. 

 

In 1803, Johann Christian Reil published Rhapsodien uber die Anwendung der psychischen 

Kurmethode auf Geisteszeruttungen (Rhapsodies on the Application of Psychological Methods of Cure to the 

Mentally Disturbed). According to historian Robert J. Richards, at the time the book was 

written, Reil was “perhaps the most famous medical scientist east of the Rhine.” In 

Rhapsodien, Reil wrote about his idea for the psychiatric use of a katzenklavier, which 

translates from German to “cat piano.” The idea for the piano is this: cats are strapped into a 

box with piano keys attached to it. They face away from the piano’s player, so the player only 

sees the raised hairs on their arched backs. The player hits a key, a nail strikes down on the 

corresponding cat’s tail, and the cat wails. Reil wanted to use the katzenklavier on patients 

who had trouble focusing. This is all he says about the idea: “A fugue played on this 

instrument—when the ill person is so placed that he cannot miss the expressions on their 

faces and the play of these animals—must bring Lot’s wife herself from her fixed state into 

conscious awareness.” Richards says that Reil could be joking about the katzenklavier, but 

there’s a possibility he was completely serious. After all, at the end of the century, men could 
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buy electric belts meant to improve “lost manhood,” and there’s no way to know for sure if 

Reil was serious or not, especially if we base our assumptions on the murky truths of medical 

history. There are a few narrative accounts of katzenklaviers too; however, no physical proof 

of one exists. We don’t know whether or not the katzenklavier was ever created, but what 

does arise from Reil’s idea, the core of it, is that distraction can be considered an illness. 

 

Let’s say you are 12 years old, and instead of paying attention to your math teacher, 

you spend most of each class doodling lion manes between the Xs and Ys on your algebra 

assignment. Your teacher notices, of course, that the looping scribbles you’re inscribing—in 

pen, no less—cannot possibly be mathematical. She watches you, but you never notice. This 

causes her to speculate that your cluelessness means something is wrong with you. In reality, 

you’ve been watching The Lion King every night for weeks because it makes you feel calm, 

and sometimes when you get in bed at night after a full day of feeling not-calm that’s all you 

want. You’re so happy humming “I Just Can’t Wait To Be King” that you choose not to 

focus on much else. Your teacher doesn’t know this because she doesn’t ask. She scolds you 

a few times, and yet you continue to turn in your drawing-filled assignments and so 

eventually she begins to feel bad for you. She sets an appointment for you with the school 

counselor and tells him how spacey you are, how you can’t be bothered to pay attention in 

class no matter how much she asks you to focus. 

The counselor calls you in to his office—walls painted a blue that reminds you of 

surgical gloves—and you hover just outside the doorway to introduce yourself. You’ve seen 

this man around, but you’ve never really met him before, nor have you really met any 

counselor before. You don’t know what to do, and now he’s staring at his computer, and so 

you stand there and eventually ask him for water. He walks out the door past you to the 
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lobby where you sat and waited with the boy who reads comic books all through third 

period English. While you wait for the counselor, you lean on the doorframe and peer down 

the hall to see that the boy has been called too. When the counselor returns, he’s holding a 

Dixie cup, and when he gives it to you, you feel the coolness of the water pulse up your 

forearms.  The counselor walks to his desk and sits, and now you see on the floor beneath 

his desk nine cats sitting enclosed in a wooden box, all separated from each other. He lifts 

the box and you see their heads poke out of the top. The counselor places the box on his 

desk and motions for you to sit across from him, and when you do, you lean forward and 

see each cat strapped in with a leather belt. Their arched backs are toward the counselor, 

their faces toward you. Directly in front of the counselor on his desk is a crude keyboard, 

nine wooden keys sanded down to prevent splinters, and he briefly perches his hands above 

it like he’s about to type a letter. Two white-faced cats seated next to each other meow 

greetings at you. Two others fidget and try to stand but cannot, and you look in the box 

more to see their hind legs rubbing against the planks that separate them from each other. 

You see their front paws strapped individually and their tails pulled tight along the bottom 

board. Nine finishing nails, placed directly above nine tails, connect to nine strings connect 

to nine keys. The counselor says, “I’ve heard you’re having trouble paying attention.” You 

say nothing. “I was thinking maybe this could help.” He does not ask you about your life. He 

does not ask you anything. He hits three keys in succession. Do-re-mi, three cats grimace 

screeches in your face. You look at the counselor. He shrugs and hits another key. 

 

Aside from Reil’s Rhapsodien, one of the most notable accounts of a real katzenklavier 

is from a text by Athanasius Kircher, a German scholar. In 1650, he wrote about a saddened 
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Italian prince whose mood did not improve until he heard a katzenklavier played. When he 

heard it played, he laughed. “Who could help but laugh at such music?” Kircher writes. 

This application and this reaction do not seem to align with Reil’s intentions. Reil 

says nothing of laughter but expelling laughter is uncontrollable. It may not be what we 

typically consider focus, but it is a way of exiting that internal “fixed state” of nothingness 

that Reil described. Laughing is breaking open. 

 

Say you’re depressed to the point that you decide to live in your bedroom. You 

spend your days lying on your floor, staring at your ceiling, thinking about the various ways 

in which you’ve fucked up over the entire course of your life. You stop showering daily; your 

hair gets so greasy it always looks wet. Let’s say it’s worse than it’s ever been, the depression. 

It’s so bad it’s princely. Your parents don’t know what to do about it so they mostly leave 

you alone in your wing of the house. You simply cannot stand another day of meetings with 

wealthy merchants and dinners with fellow insufferable nobles.  Yes, you think you’re a 

wealthy noble: maybe you’re hallucinating, maybe not. Your bedroom is Italy, and it’s 

summer, and it’s far before the invention of air conditioning or even electricity, and in the 

past two weeks you’ve had so much wine at these fancy gatherings that you wake up and fall 

asleep to the same faint feeling that your world is spinning.  

 The weeks continue to drag and the dizzying spins turn further inward, and you find 

yourself trapped amidst a sadness so deep no voice can penetrate it. Your parents have tried: 

they’ve hired singer after singer to come sing to you and not one has helped even a little. 

You try drinking more wine and you just get sadder. You decide that everything is too much 

of the same and you need something unique to pull you out of this funk, so you send for a 
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musician, a man who lives nearby, and you ask him to scour the region for a unique 

instrument, something that can pierce through your sadness. You give him a week. 

 The week passes and during this time you remain in your room with your head on a 

velvet pillow, your tears slowly crushing the fabric. The musician returns at last. He looks 

like a street performer: instruments hang around his neck, from both shoulders, from his 

waist. It appears he took your plea seriously. You turn back to face the wall as he plays and 

you hear him pluck strings and blow air through woodwinds. He plays for a while and you 

feel unmoved. The room goes silent for a minute and you assume he’s left, but then you hear 

a faint squeak and you perk up. You turn and see the musician struggling to hold up a 

wooden box. He sets it on a table beside your bed, and you see the keyboard on the box’s 

other side. You peer inside the box to see kittens. The musician smiles. You pat the smallest 

kitten between its ears.  

 The musician leans forward in front of the keyboard and begins to play. You stare at 

the kittens, and they stare in your eyes while they scream, and for a full minute you’re 

unaffected. As he continues to play the screams become higher and higher and then as the 

smallest cat hits its highest, most desperate note, your eyes dart to it and your frown breaks 

and you laugh, and you clutch your stomach with your adorned right hand, and you laugh. 

You fall to your knees laughing and the musician continues playing and you continue 

laughing. You know then how silly you look rolling in hysterics on the floor but you don’t 

care because something has finally broken you. Eventually your screeches match the cats’ 

and eventually you start singing along—when the small kitten screams you scream with him. 

Then you kneel with your palms on your thighs and you laugh more and your cheeks start to 

burn. You’re not thinking about anything while you do this, not even that it’s funny. This 

doesn’t mean your laughter is empty just that it’s leaving, and it’s full of that grief that 
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consumed you. The musician finally stops and you pick yourself up, wipe the laughing tears 

from your eyes, and pat each cat on the head and tell it thank you. They each whimper. You 

give the musician a very large tip. 

 

 When I imagine a katzenklavier played, I imagine myself watching it being played like 

I’m one of Reil’s patients or like I’m Kircher’s prince. I don’t do so out of compassion for 

the tortured patient. I do so out of compassion for the tortured cats. All I can picture is their 

writhing mouths, their outstretched tongues. I’m sure Reil would say I’m missing the point. 

In my imagination I am focused, yes, but I’m focused on the physical act of inflicted pain, 

not the patient’s emotional catharsis, if that’s what it is. The cats hold the image, not the 

patient. Maybe this proves Reil right—I’ve never seen a katzenklavier but imagining one is 

painful enough. Imagining one forces me outside of my own consciousness to think about 

the pain of the cats. 

 This is what I think Reil was after: some heightened form of empathy. Maybe he 

wanted his patients to watch pain so they could learn to feel something entirely outside 

themselves, outside even their imaginations. How do we imagine the pain of a stake upon a 

tail when we don’t have tails ourselves? We can’t feel how sensitive they are no matter how 

hard we try. For all we know, the cats are yelling in surprise, not pain. We lose our wayward 

thinking, then, perhaps because we can’t make sense of what we’re seeing. When we see 

human tragedy on television we can imagine how it would feel because we are human too, 

but we are not like cats. The focus Reil wanted to create with the katzenklavier, maybe, is the 

side-effect of an overload of attempted empathy. 
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 Say you have a friend who’s been so distracted that she almost crashed her car 

driving home from work a few weeks ago. She decided while driving that she should take off 

her high heels and the outcome of such a decision didn’t cross her mind until she let go of 

the gas pedal going uphill. She had no brake lights to imply her slowed speed and a semi 

barely avoided her by changing lanes, horn honking all the way. Say this friend called you 

when she finally got home—she first had to park on the shoulder to cry—and said she didn’t 

know what had gotten into her. She said, “I can’t get out of my own head.” 

 You got off the phone and you looked at your cat and your cat meowed at you. You 

grabbed at her tail and she bit you. She thought you were playing so it was a soft bite. It was 

then you decided how to help your friend. 

 You start with your roommate’s cat, named Bubbs, short for Bubbles. She has 

breathing problems caused by her squished-up face and so she snorts as she walks around 

the house. She can hardly meow at all, but when she does it’s in a high pitch most adult cats 

can’t reach. When your roommate is gone, you measure the cat from tail to front paw. 

 Your plan to adopt seven more from the humane society down the road fails when 

they tell you you’re only allowed to adopt two. You take the two you like best and you 

decide to wait to name them. One is old and fat and orange-striped and the other likes to fall 

asleep on your right shoulder while you work. You don’t know how to find five more cats so 

you decide to stick with what you have. Do-re-mi-fa. At the home improvement store they 

ask you what you’re building with all that wood and all those nails and you say, “a 

birdhouse.” You say, “there are a lot of birds.” 

 All four cats greet you when you get home and you try to ignore them. As you put 

hammer to nail, Gabby rubs her whiskers on the box’s corners and another quiet-meows in 
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your ear. You take all your belts out of your closet and start to measure them around each 

cat. They fidget a little but not much. They trust you.  

 You call your friend back. You say, “Imagine you’re a cat.” You say, “Imagine when 

your tail is plucked you feel fire up your spine.” You say, “Imagine you trust someone and 

then they forget that you’re alive.” 



 

 


