I
FLEETFOXES

Rapturous harmonies, bucolic wonder and
500,000 album sales in the UK alone made
FLEET FOXES an overnight sensation.
But what will ROBIN PECKNOLD and his
bandmates do for a follow-up?

) Uncut travels to Seattle for the exclusive
Fox news: “This album cost me my
relationship,” says Pecknold. “It cost me
my health. It took over my life...”

WORDS BY ALLAN JONES
PHOTOGRAPHS BY PIETER M VAN HATTEM

Fleet Foxes, Seattle, February19,
2011(I-r): Josh Tillman, Morgan
Henderson, Christian Wargo,
Robin Pecknold, Casey Wescott,
Skyler Skjelset
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HE WIND THAT SEEMS
to be everywhere at the

moment was earlier

coming down Seattle’s
First Avenue hard enough
to knock you backwards. This morning people
were walking into it, bent double, heads down, like
supplicants approaching a shrine, something too
holy to look at.

It seems to have blown itself out, though, by the time, mid-afternoon,
that Robin Pecknold from Fleet Foxes turns up to meet Uncut outside the
Inn On The Harbour Steps hotel, looking at first glance that in his combat
jacket, khaki pants and boots he’s not altogether better dressed than the
many tattered homeless working passers-by with their mumbled requests
for money, whatever you can spare, one of them standing outside the
hotel holding a sign, a piece of cardboard with a message written onitin
surprisingly articulate script that reads: “BANK ROBBER NEEDS MONEY

PIETER M VAN HATTEM

FOR GUN. PLEASE GIVE GENEROUSLY.”

You'dhave to say thatwhatever money
Robin’s made from the worldwide success of
hisband’s much-celebrated debutalbum, not
muchifit’sbeen pouredinto the coffers of, let’s
say, the Armani empire, although the Salvation
Armymay have picked up abob or two.

Theheadphoneshe’s taking offand stuffing
intoacanvastotebaglook pretty costly,
though. He'sjustbeenlistening to Radiohead’s
TheKing Of Limbs, downloaded that morning.
What’sitlike? He’s onlyheard ita couple of
times, hesays, soit’smaybe too early to put
togetherhisthoughts. He thensstarts talking
aboutitaswewalk towards Pioneer Square,
lookingfora coffee house Robin knows but
can’tfind. Sowe turnaround and walkbackthe
waywe've justcome, Robinstill talkingabout
Radiohead, and the place theyhadin hislife,
which fromwhathe’s sayingI'd guesswas big
enoughoncetoparkabusin.

Andnowwe’reatatableatthefarend ofaFirst
Avenuebar. Robinsits with hisback toawall
that’sactuallyamirror,inwhich, lookingat
him,Icanseebeyond myownreflectionan
otherwise emptyroom, avacantdistraction.
We'retalking about Helplessness Blues, the new
FleetFoxesalbum. It'sreleased nextmonth,
aftermanyapparentdelays, nigh onthree
yearsafter their debut, which at the time of
writinghas sold more than halfamillion

copiesinthe UKalone. Robinis telling Uncut
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about theyearand more it took out ofhislife to
make and what turns out to be the fraught road
toitseventually triumphant completion.

“Thisrecord wasjustsohardtodoandit
wasn’talways that much funforme,” he says
quietly, asifhe’sbeenwaitingforan
opportunityto getwhathe goesontosayinto
theopen.Thavetoleanacrossthetabletohear
him properly.

“Itcostme myrelationship,” he goeson. “It
costmemyhealth. Itended up taking over my
lifeinalot of ways, and because of that it ended
up beingaboutselfishnessand creativityand
howwhenyou'reso committed to somethingit
cantake over so manyaspects of yourlife.

15 "'—"'_'zr
r'm Oldfriends:

- K r

E +
' L B Pecknold

] LN and Skjelset _
R\ =

_‘EF-—-_:

Askulk of Foxes: theband
prowl outside Chalk Studios,
off Western Avenue, Seattle

Thingshappened thatwouldn'thavebeena
problem for meiflhadn’tbeen working on this
record, whichmadeitseemlike aself-fulfilling
prophecyinaway. Therecord wouldn’texistin
thewayitdoesifthose problemshadn’tbeen
caused because of thetimeIwasspendingonit.

“Itbecameatotallyinvasive experience. It
hadthisincrediblereach. Itjustconsumed me
andalotofthingsaround me. And when
somethinglike thathappens, it canleave you
withalotofveryhard decisionsto make. And
some of them are going to have incredibly
painful consequences and people are goingto
behurt. You're faced with all these questions.

“AmIgoingto continuetobesodeeply
involved in thiswork thatI'm cutting myself off
from peoplelloveandlove me? WhoamIdoing
thisfor? AmIjustbeingselfish? AmIgoingto
carryonregardless of theimpactit’shavingon
meand certain peoplein mylife? HowcanI
possiblybe thatself-centred? Whathappened
totheideaofgivingsomethingbackina
relationship that’sgiven me somuch and thatI
don’tseemtobegivinganythingtoatall?”

The choice was presumablybetween your
relationship and yourwork.

“Yes,and thatwasatotally horrible choice,”
hesays. “Who’dwantto makea choicelike
that?Therewasalotofguilt. ButI thought, ‘T
havetodothis.Thavetoseeitthrough.”

Andlosingsomeoneyouloved was the price
ofthealbum?

“I'mafraidso.”

Wasn’tthatabitsteep?

“Yes, Ithinktheydo.IadmitI have trouble
justletting go, enjoying myself. Ithink going to
seeamovieislikewastingtwohoursthatI
couldbe spendingworking on music or trying
towriteasong. It'snot the mostsociable
outlookorattitude. It's pretty selfish, I guess, to
besorelentlesslyinvolved inwhatyoudo tothe

wrapped up in themselves. Itasks the question,
‘Howlongareyou goingtolive just for yourself?
Andhowlongcanyoudo thatand expecttobe
happy?’ It'smore explicit than anythingIwrote
forthefirstalbum.”

“WhenlIfirstheard ‘Montezuma’, I was blown
away,” Fleet Foxes guitarist Skyler Skjelset, who

grewup with Robinin the Seattle

“Ithinkit’sunhealthy,ifnothing

suburb of Kirkland, tells Uncutina

else,” hesays. “ButIdon’tthinkit
hastobethatway.IthinkImadea
situation formyselfand paid the
priceforit.Idon’tthinkithastobe
the casewith everyrecord. It'snot
somethingyoushould have to put
yourselfthrough. There were
problemsIwashavingthatwere

“MAKING THIS RECORD

CONSUMED ME AND A LOT

OF THINGS AROUND ME”
ROBIN PECKNOLD

separateinterview, adaylater, at
theInstitution, therehearsal
studios on Seattle’s Western
Avenue, adankspacefilled with
instruments and memorabilia,
weird puppetheads on onewall,
where the bandfirst convened and
some of themlived foratime.

exacerbated by myworkingonthis
record, theamountof timeIwasspendingon
it. Howconsumed Iwasbyit. Theway things
turned out, the two things eventually
overlapped. There wasaconflictbetweenthe
workand mylife outside the workand choosing
oneover the othermeant one had to suffer.”

Do people sometimes find you too driven to
feel comfortable around?

exclusion of the people around you.Ineed to
curb thatalittle bit.IthinkIcan.Ihaveto,
really. AsIsay, it'snothealthy. It can’tbe good
foryouintheend.”

Whatsongs onthealbumspecificallyaddress
these feelings?

“Thefirsttrack, ‘Montezuma’, very
specificallyis aboutsomeone who's totally

“I'dneverheardasongofhisthat
sounded like that,” Skye continues. “Ireallyfelt
forhim, asafriend, listeningtothatsong.
There’ssomuchlonelinessinit. Some of the
lyricsarejustheart-wrenching. Itreallyisa
lonely-soundingsongand psychologically it
musthave beenawrench forhim towrite.
WhenTIheard thatsong, itseemedreal different
toanythinghe'd everwritten

CONTINUES OVER »
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HELPLESSNESS
BLUES - oot

1| MONTEZUMA

A songaboutself-absorption, - -

loneliness and selfish notions
ofimmortality that starts the
albumwithaquestionthe
following tracks attemptto -
answer -~ whenthey're not

-| askingquestions of theirown.
- Itopens withRobin’s voice set

againsttrembling guitar,

prefacingtheband’s fullentry, -

their voices, those familiar
stunning harmonies, pouring
likelightinto adarkened room.

2 | BEDOUIN DRESS
_“It'sabout theidea of taking

and notgiving anythingback -

that’s at the heart of anumber
of songs onthe album,” says
Robin. Extensively reworked
fromtheoriginalalbum -
'sessions, it was almost
~ scrapped. “Therewas

something Robin

~didn’tlikeaboutthe
firstversion,” says
Skyler. “Anditblew -
mymindwhenhe
saidwe'dhaveto -
re-doitorloseit
completely. Thatwas.
reallyhardformeto -
feel OK with because
| was so familiar
withthe old version,
butltrustRobin’s
judgement,and he
wasright.”

3| SIM SALA
BIM
| WrittenbyRobinon
~atriptoBigSuron -
| theCaliforniacoast
- where Robinmetanold sea
_ dogwhorunsthe Henry Miller

Library there and liveswith his
wifeinisolated contentment.
Youcanheartheinfluenceof

RoyHarper, loudly,inthe
hammering strum ofthe

12-string guitar that recalls
| Harper classicslike -

~ | “McGoohan’s Blues” and
o “The Same OIdRock"_

4] BATTERY KINZIE
Aband favourite, perhaps
because as Christian tellingly
pointsout, “itwasthelast
thingwe did anditwas done
quickly.” Robin: “l wrote thisa
coupleofyearsagoand
always thought of it as more of
asolosong. Ithadasimple
Dylanesque melody and|
couldn’tthink of agood band

- arrangement forit. Butwhen
wedidthefirstmixofthe

| album, there seemedthere

 wasaholethat neededfilling
anditcamebackintomy head

and we worked itup realfast.”
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5| PLAINSIBITTER
DANCER - e
Described by Robln asa
“Smile-type studio

. experiment”, this brilliant

symphonic epic starts witha
simple guitar figure and grows
into something ornate and

“menacing, withdensely
‘layeredvocals. Apparently -

inspired by “Katy Cruel”,a

- traditional song covered by
_bothKathy Dalton and Bert

Jansch, it’llalso make you
think of High Plains Drifter and
avenging angels. Robincallsit:

~ “My GrimReapersong.”

6 | HELPLESSNESS
BLUES

Paul Simonis one of Robin’s
favourite songwriters and his
_influence onFleet Foxeshas
neverbeensoclearasitison

thisglorioustrack. -
| Extensively overhauled during
thefinal sessions, with the

now-soaring secondhalf
completely re-recorded. “The
original ending sounded more
like Fleetwood Mac’s
‘Albatross’, muchmore

i1 mellow "-ac'cordingto Skyler.- S

: 7 | THEGASCADES

Aresplendent Instrumental
andareminder of Robin'slove
for mc_J\iie soundtracksand
composers like Ennio

| Morricone. Listening toit

unravel,adozen movies will
run through your mind.

8| LORELAI .

One of the album’ smost
deeply affecting songs, whose
melodic liltis reminiscent of
Dylan’s “Fourth Time Around”
(and therefore, also,

“Norwegian Wood"). Robin: “I :

wrote thisacoupleofyears

ago. It'sabout friendship, how -

allegiances Change.overtirhe. |

| knowneachotheralongtime.”

‘tooneof the album's most

* peopleinyou, the devil and the

ofthesongsonthealbumthat .
- dealswith auniversal feeling,”

~ thoughts aboutwhatwe're - -

- Somewhere there’s peaceand
- peace of mind, something
“you'dlike tofind atthe}nd

was thinking of Skye and the
summer we were 17. We've

9 | SOMEONEYOU’D

ADMIRE

One of the newer songs,
mostly featuringjustRobin’s
voice and solo guitar and set

heartbreaking: melodies.:
Robin: “There’s always two

angel, whichone will youturn
outtobe?”

10 | THE SHRINE/AN
ARGUMENT

The album’s emotional
epicentre, eight minutes

of sweeping genius, by -

turns tender, mournful,
tempestuous andresigned.
Robin: “Itdescribes four
stagesofabreak up
—contemplation,
anger, frustration
andsolitude.” Onan
album not short of

| greatsinging,

- Robin’sfirstsection
vocalsare

| astonishingly
powerfuland the

| closing free-form

- psychedelic freak-out
| isagas. =

11 | BLUE

. SPOTTED TAIL

" Robin at hismost
 vulnerable and
introspectiveona
song of almost cosmic
loneliness. “That’s one

hesays. “Tome, there’sno
reasonwe'rehere.Butthat =~ -
doesn’tmakeitanyless ;
|ncred|bleandcreathltylsat :
Ieastanexpressnonofour :
humanity. Inthefaceofany

actually here fc_:r the_n our

12 | GROWNOCEANS
Originally written by Robinas
amellow reflection, but
transformed by Christian’s
vocal arrangement into
something more exuberantly
transcendent, underpinned
by tympanic percussion,
flute and guitar. Robin: “It’s -
likea dream of whereyou'd
liketoend upaftergoing -
through all the turmoil.

ofalongj Journey

Fleet Foxeswinthe
inaugural Uncut
Music Award, 2008

before.Itseemed suchagreatsong
tome.Itdoesn’t soundlikeaDylan song, butit
soundslike astandard, youknow, like ‘Blowin’
InTheWind’. Tome, it’saclassicsong.Ican
only guessatwhathe went through towriteit. It
seemed to take hissongwritingto placeshe
hadn’tbeenbeforeinasong, althoughIthink
that'strue ofalotofthe songs onthealbum. So
itwasbeautiful to hear himssingitfor thefirst
time, butkind of scary, too.”

HENROBIN SPOKEto Uncutlast
December forour2011 Album
preview, we thought the new

albumwas afterlongmonths of evident toil
finallyfinished. Itwasn't.Infact, theband was
backin thestudio, reworking trackshe was
unhappywith, three ofthem completely
re-recorded. Youwonderedifitwould ever be
finished, thefurtherdelayinitsrelease
evidencemaybe ofan unchecked creative ego
whoserelentless perfectionism mightkeep
themin the studio forever, if notlonger.

“Whathappened wasthatwhenwedid the
firstmixofthe album, itwaslike, ‘Thisiswhere
we'reat, notwherewewanttobe,” Robinsays.
“Ifeltthere were things that could be
improved. Iwasn’tbeing precious aboutit.I
wanted thealbum finished and outasmuchas
anyone. Butassoonaswestarted re-tooling
oneor twotracks, thatopened the floodgates.”

“Itjustsounded weird, notwhatwewanted,”
recallsbassist Christian Wargo. “Wejust
thoughtwe could do abetterjob. That’swhat
weallthought. Itwasn’tjust Robin notwanting
toletgoofthething.”

“Therewas no problem for any of us going
backinthestudio to do theworkwe did,” says
Morgan Henderson, the multi-instrumentalist
whojoined theband permanentlyayearago,
alongside Robin, Skyler, Christian, drummer
Josh Tillman and keyboardist Casey Wescott.
“I'mnotsayingitwasn’thard for everyoneand
atdifferent points everyonewanted thisrecord
justtobedone, finished. Butwe were all willing
tostickwithitaslongasittook. Evenonthelast
dayofmixing, whenwewentouttoabarandit
wasmeanttobea celebration—youknow, ‘Hey,
it’sdone!’ Buttherewasthisreallyreserved
feelingthatitmaynotbe overyetsothere
wasn’tthishuge celebration.”

“Justaswell,” says Skjelset. “Ifound outlater
Robinactuallywentbackand did even more
workona coupleoftracks.”

“Thealbumnotcomingoutany earlierhad
nothingto dowithusstrugglingwith anyone’s
expectations,” Robin wantsto make clear.
“Thatwasneveranissue. The only
expectationswe tookinto accountwere our

ANDY WILLSHER

own. Mine particularly,Iguess. Theidea of
putting outsomethingIwasunhappywith
afterwhatI'dbeen through tomake this
record, thatdidn'tseemlike an alternative at
all. And once myrelationship had fallen apart,
ontop ofeverythingelse, there was absolutely
no chanceIwasgoingto ever putout
somethingthatIwasn'ttotally convinced was
asgoodasit could possiblybe.1didn’t care how
many timeswehad to go backinto the studio or
howmany timeswehad tore-record stuff. I
thought, Ifthisiswhatit’s costme tomake, I'll
never be happyifwe putitoutand

world, asiftheyspoke tousfromatime of
greater innocence, somewhere edenicandin
allsenseswonderful.

Hisnewsongs grapple more with doubt, big
questionsaboutlifeand death, therelationship
betweenlifeandart, diginto the cracks
between the two. I misunderstood Robin,
however, whenin our Album Previewhe
referred to the songs as autobiographical,
takinghimrathertooliterally. Hehad grown
upinthe unassumingSeattle suburb of
Kirkland, where he met Skyler and they formed

FLEETFOXES

Fleet FoxesatHard
Rock Calling, Hyde
Park, June 2009

monthswhenIwasateenager,'d avoid going
outatall. Iwasinside alot with just music for
company.'djuststayinand playmyguitar,
listen to music, read. Iwasinmy ownworlda
lot. That’sreally the pointwhen musicbecame
realimportant, whenIstarted to play. Music
wasabigescape formeandstillis.Ilistened to
Bob Dylan, Paul Simon and Joni Mitchell.
Freewheelin’, Parsley, Sage, Rosemary & Thyme
and Blue, thosewere the threealbumsI
listened toall the timewhenIwas 14. With
Dylanand Paul Simon, therewas somuch
traditional English, Irishand

I'mnotsureit’sgood orbetter than

Scottishstuffon those early

good.’ Thatwould have putmein
theworstpossible place.”

HISISSOMETHINGelse
Robintold Uncutlastyear,
thatthesongson

Helplessness Blues, whenwe heard
them, would be more personal;

“THERE WAS ABSOLUTELY NO
CHANCE 1 WAS GOING TO PUT OUT
SOMETHING | WASN'T HAPPY WITH”

ROBIN PECKNOLD

albums, songsbased on traditional
songstheyheard when theywerein
London and picked up from people
like Martin Carthy. There werealot
of melodies onthoserecords that
were traditional and theyinspired
measmuchastheyhad thoseguys
andIwanted tofind outmore

autobiographicalin ways the songs
hewrote for theband’sfirstalbum
weren't. This turns outtobe the fact of the
thing. The signature sound of Fleet Foxes—the
thrillingharmonies, majestic melodies -
remain present on Helplessness Blues,
startlingly so.It'sarecord of similar gloryto
theirféted debut, butitfeelsalsolikearecord of
greater emotionalheftand consequence that
takes them somewhere new.

Inmanyrespects, theirfirstalbuminhabited
animagined world, evoked a time ofidyll,
unspecified onany calendar,looked backona
pastinsomeinstances thatmayinfactnot
have existed outside Robin’simagination. His
songs seemed often to describe a prelapsarian

theirfirstband and Iwonderedifthe songshe’d
written revisited that particular past.
Bymostaccounts,includinghis own, his
childhood and adolescence passed without
tragedyortrauma. The onlyblemish onthe
otherwise unremarkableyears ofhis growing
up were the two, three, maybe more successive
summers hewas afflicted withundiagnosed
allergies, whichmadehiman exile of sorts
from the activehum of theworld around him
and helped shape who hewould become.
“Itused to getreallybad and there were
certain timesI'd justhave to avoid the
outdoors,” hesays. “Icouldn’tgo out. Certain

aboutwhere they'd come from.
“Itwas probablylistening to those
records thattookme down apathwherel
discovered Fairport Convention and Steeleye
SpanandRichard Thompson, whoismore
awesome tome thanalotof Americanbands.
TheIncredible StringBand were another group
Iloved. Later, afriend of mine, Zach, got me
into Roy Harper, particularly Stormcock, which
isanamazingrecord.Ireallylike Flat, Baroque
And Berserkand Folkjokeopus, too. Hehasa
bunch ofawesomerecords. Youcanhearhis
influence on Helplessness Blues, for sure, like
thelayered vocalsatthestartof ‘Plains/Bitter
Dancer’. Harperwastheinspiration for that.
“Thoserecordswerelikeabig conTiNues over»
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gateway, and theytookme into anotherworld.
That'swhatmusicdoes, atitsbest. Allmusicisa
gateway, aportal. It's the same with The Beach
Boys. Their music takes yousomewherein the
sameway. It's evocative of a differenttime, a
different place. Allgreat music creates its own
world andinvitesyouintoit. That’swhat’s so
incredible about music, even the Black Eyed
Peas. Itcantransportyouto placesyou'd never
go tootherwise. Sonotbeingable to go outwas
no bigtragedy. Iwasn'tunhappy on myown. To
acertain extent, [enjoyedit. 'mnotsurel
would have evenwanted to go out.”

Whatwereyoulike, growingup?

“Prettysolitary, in the way some teenagers
liketobe. A certain kind of teenager just enjoys
their own company more thanjoiningin,
being partofacrowd oragang. You create your
ownworldand it’s more comfortable
sometimes than theworldyoureallylivein.”

Did those periods ofisolation define you to
anyextentasaperson?

“Idon’tknow, butIthinkaboutit,” hesays.
“I'mstill prettysolitary.Idon’treally spend alot
oftimewith anyoneelse.Imean, it’snotlikeI
don’thave friends. ButIenjoyacertainamount
of solitude, justlistening to music, writing. If
I'msittingin abarand there’s music playing
andthere’slike one per centchance thataFleet
Foxessongwill comeon, I'll startto panicand
begintoregretbeingthere untilsomething
elsecomesonandI'llhavemaybe four minutes
ofabsolutereliefbefore the nextrecord comes
onandIstarttoworryagainthatitmightbe
one of mysongs. So there arealot of things,

really, thatkeep meindoors orkind ofremove
me fromalotofsocialsituations.”

Whatifsomeone cameup tousnowbecause
theyrecognised you?

“I'dbecoolwithit,” he says, looking overmy
shoulder, asifto make sure my question hasn’t
been prompted bytheactualarrival of some
smitten fan. “Imean, Iwouldn’tfreak out or
anything,” he adds, although yoususpectit
mightbeaclose thing. “Anyway,” he says,
relieved thatwe haven’tinfactbeen
interrupted, “Idon’t often getthathappento
me, ifever,around here.”

My ownbroodingteensareasomewhat
distant memoryto me now, butthe bouts of
solitarymusing, otherwiseknown as sulking,
thatIdorememberwere mostlyself-imposed.
Diditmakeadifference thathis confinement
was theresult ofillnessrather than choice?

“Idon’tknow,” hesays. “Alll cansayis thatI
was happybeingbymyself, whatever the
circumstances thatmadeit thatway. Itdidn’t
feel traumatic.”

Younevertheless thinkofacertainkind of
isolated teenager, adolescents withissues,
simmeringbehind curtains drawn across
everywindow, alifeinshadow. In certain grim
circumstanceslonelyabsorptioninthe
outlandish end of the fantasticalleadstoan
obsessionwith tattoos and automatic
weapons, insane onlinejottings, rants and dire
threats. The next thingyouknow, such solitary
typeshave made alliance with other such
solitarytypesand notlongafterthatthey’re
callingthemselves thingslike The Trenchcoat

Mafiaand strafinghigh schoolswith hostile
gunfire, bringing down baffled tearful victims,
classroomsrunningwithblood.

“Thatwhole Columbine thing,” he says,
perhapsalittle disturbed bywhereI'm taking
this, “that’s somethingwaybeyond my
understanding. There werekids atmyschool,
like computer programmer guys or metal
heads, whowerereal strange to me. Butthey
weren't psychopaths. Theyjusthad different
interests, different things theywereinto.I'm
notsureitmade them antisocial ortheyended
up withsome grudge againsttheworld, so
angrythey could only express themselves
throughviolence.”

Haveyou ever feltangryenough with the
world thatyou could understand akid takinga
carbinetoit?

“Personally, no,” he says. “Butthatdoesn’t
meanIdon’tsharesome ofthat pessimism.
There’snotawholelotto be optimisticabout, I
guess.Ithinkevery generation grapples with
thingsthatmakeitunhappyandrespondin
differentways. Some people want to make the
world abetter place, bywritingabook or
makinga piece of music orapainting. Others
don’t, forwhateverreason, and theirreaction
canbemore extreme, terribly so sometimes.
Weallgrapplewith change. My grandmother
talksaboutwhen theygotaTVanditseemedto
herlike the end of the world she’d known. It’s
like the TVwas more thanawindowonthe
world. YouhadaTVandinthosedaysitwaslike
aninvitation to therest of the world into your
home. Soitwas to some people, who'd never

“ALL MUSICIS A GATEWAY, APORTAL. ALL GREAT MUSIC CREATES
ITSOWNWORLD AND INVITES YOU INTO IT” ROBIN PECKNOLD

“THIS ALBUM HAS TAKEN ROBIN’S SONGWRITING TO PLACES
HEHADN'T BEEN BEFORE...” SKYLER SKJELSET

imagined anythinglikethat, prettyfrightening
asaproposition. She thoughtitwas terrifying,
television, howitwas goingto change their
lives. She thought there was somethingreally
depressingabouttelevision and the changes
thatcamewithit.

“Butevery generation grappleswith change
and newtechnologyand the way the world
consequentlychangesandthere’salwaysa
huge momentum of change from one
generation to thenext. It'samazinghowmuch
theworld can change between generations.”

Would you have felt more athomeinanother
time, another place?

“Ithink everygeneration feels the same way.
‘Whatisallthisnewstuff?” ‘What’s thisnew
stuffthat’sruining everything?’ ‘Whycan’t
thingsbe theway theywere?’ I'venoticed alot
ofnostalgiaforthe 1990sin alot ofindie rock
that’s goingaround right now. That makes
sense tomeifyouwereborninthe 1980s
because that’'swhatyou grewup with, and the
musicis evokingstuffyouheard when you
werestill fairlyinnocent.

“This current generation, there are alot of
scarynewthings they’ve gottohandle.Ithink
that’swhat parts ofthe newrecord are about,
what theworld’sworth and what’s atstake.
Things aremore complicated now than they’'ve
everbeen. You thinkabouthowit’sall going to
endup anditcan take you to some prettyscary
conclusions. It's pretty frighteningwhen you
thinkaboutit. Therewasa Timemagazine
coverstoryrecently on The Singularity, did
youseethat?”

Bychance,1did. Briefly, The Singularityisa
technological philosophythatanticipatesa
not-too-distant moment when computers
become moreintelligent and generally capable
thanhumans, who theywillin the most
epochal predictionsreplace. Truebelieversin
The Singularitybelieveits adventisnot only
inevitable, butimminent, theend ofhuman
civilisation as we knowitnot that much further
downthetrack.

“Itwouldn’tbe sobad ifitwasjustscience
fiction orsomething,” hesays. “Butitlookslike
we could reallyall end up onedayin The Matrix
andit’llbe forreal. You've got to ask, where’s
technology goingto end up? Where’s it going to
takeus? Oh, great. We're allgoingto end up like
floatingbrainsinamachine.

“Conceptslike thatare certainlymore
prevalentin the public consciousnessthan
theyused tobe. Anditsoundsreally depressing
tome. Soifthat’s the future, thanks alot. You
thinkaboutwhere thingsare headingandit’s
hard tobe optimisticabout thefuture. Itcanin
those circumstancesbe veryhard toremain
optimistic, to think that things are going to get
better, thatthere’sabetterworld ahead of us, or
evenaworld that’'sbetter thanthe onewe'’re
leavingbehind orin most cases haveleft
behind, that’salready gone. We’velostso much
already, how much more can we afford tolose?
It'snotagreattimein thatrespect, that’sfor
sure,” headdsdryly.

AsDylansangon the aptly-titled Oh Mercy,
“everythingisbroken”.

“Itsureis,” helaughs, butwithnotmuch

humour. “And maybeit’sbetter that not
everythingworks the way some people would
haveitwork. The experience oflivingina
so-called perfectworld tomeislike
indistinguishable from death. Knowing
everythingand havingeverythingisactually
likeknowing nothingand havingnothing.
We're justwired into something that’snotpart
oflife. What'’s precious aboutlife is the drama
oftheview, whatyou canseeand feeland
discover, the drama of your own vision.”

OBINIS THINKING, becauseI'vejust
Rasked him, aboutwhathe’d do, maybe
evenwho he'dbe, ifthe musicdidn’t

loomsolargeinhislife, asawayof giving voice
tohis personal turmoil, his placein the world.

“Idon’tknow, isthe onlyanswerIhave,” he
says. “Ilove writingand playing with theband.
ThisiswhatI'vealwayswanted todoandI'm
thankfulforthe opportunitytodoit. AndI'm
nothonestlysureI'dbe ableto giveitup evenif
itspared me some ofthe thingsI'vebeen
throughoverthelastyearorso.Iguessthisis
whatThavetodo.Andifthere’sacostto doingit,
tocarryonbeingcreative, thenit’s oneI've got
tobeprepared to pay.”

Art, assomeonesaid, isasavage god toserve.

“I'totallyagree,” hesays. “And it’sfrightening
whenyouserve thatgod, because thatgodisso
demanding. It'slike, ifyou're an artist, you're
living thelife youwanted. Butit can become
theonlylife youhave. Rightnow, mylifeis
totally determined by mymusicand

dominatesittoanextentthat  coNTINUES OvVER»
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makesmewonderifthat’ssuchagreatthing.
Becauseit’s caused unhappiness and painand
hurtandyougetinasituation whereyoulet
these things happen, because subconsciously
maybe, you're thinkingthatit’s good foryou
creatively. You feellike however bad something
isthatyou're going through, youcanatleast
writeasongaboutitand thatweirdlyis goingto
makeyou feel better, or better aboutyourselfas
anartist, ifnotnecessarily a person. The two
arenotthesame.

“Sohoweverhard things get, ifyou can turniit
intoasongora piece of music, you're goingto
comeoutofitwith something that makes the
suffering orwhatever somehowworthwhile.
Outofitall, you'regoingtogeta

wasn’tahappyguy, was troubled orwhatever.
Eddie Vedder, on the otherhand, never seemed
asconsumed by himselfas Kurt Cobain.Ithink
thatwasacrucial difference between them
and mayexplain whyone’sstillhereand the
other’slonggone. Butwhatitcomesdowntois
often this. Whatkind of music do youwantto
listen to? Music made by someonewho’s at
peacewith themselves, level-headed, hasa
sensibleapproach tolife, keepseverythingin
perspective and who's really together?
“IthinkmostofthestuffIconnectto, there’s
beensomedramain the creation ofit, or thelife
ofthe person who created inevitablyincludes
some degree ofunhappiness. Ineverreally

awesome,” hesays. “And I think great musicis
alwaysin oneway or anotherreflective of the
generalstate of mind of young people. Music
doesn’tchange theworld. Ithink people
change theworld. Butwhat musiccandois
reflect the views of those people, theirideals,
frustrations, whatever.In the '60s, Dylanwas
reflective of the times, and that’showhe ended
updefiningthe time, thatera. He first ofall
reflected ageneralmood of discontent, the
need for change, and byreflecting the feelings
of somanyyoungpeoplehe came to embody
thosefeelings. Allgreat musicis areflection of
thetimeand the place and environmentit’s
comingoutof. Incertain times, musichasa
broader socialmessage. Butit’s

greatsong, agreat piece of music.

always the same messagein thatit

Sometimesyouhave tosettle for
less, agreatguitar part maybe. But
youknow, ifthat’sallthat’s on offer,
I'lltakeit. Butatsome point, you
know, youdefinitelystartto think,
‘Thisisn'tworthit.Itcan'tbe. How
canitbe? Lookwhatit’s costing
me. It'shard.

“IF1 ALREADY HAVE EVERYTHING
EVERYONEELSE IS FIGHTING FOR,
WHAT AMIDOING HERE?”

ROBIN PECKNOLD

tellsyou, ‘Thisiswhere peopleare
atrightnow.’ That'swhatgreat
songsand greatsongwriterstell
you. That’s their message, even
whenit’s expressed in different
ways. Sometimesit’s, Hey!Let’s
save theworld.’ Sometimesit’s,
‘Fucktheworld, Idon’tcare.’ Those

“Andthere’sanelementinlive
performance, where people almostwant to see
yousacrificeyourself. Theywant to see the
publicevidence of your suffering. Theywant to
seeyouravagingyourself. Theywanta
sacrifice, basically. That’swhat they come to
see.Ithinkofsomeonelike Elliott Smith.'mso
gladhe made themusichedid, butIcan’tbe
happythathehadtobeintheplacehewasto
makeit. Sowhat’s morevaluable? The great
workhe did atsuch personal cost orthe better
lifehemayhavehadifhehadn’tbeen
compelled towrite thosesongs and the
circumstances he appeared toneed towrite
themin. That'sthedilemma.

“You think of Kurt Cobain, too. He clearly
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responded to thenihilism ofthat Gen-X
Nirvanastuff.Iwas eight when Cobaindied.I
wasn’tpartofthat generation, so the songs
didn’tspeakto meas powerfullyastheydidtoa
lotof people who were obviously totally
affected by them.Ithinkforkids now,
everybodyhasall this energybutthey’re not
really sure howto useit, wheretotakeit.”
Isthisthe pointof “Helplessness Blues”?
“Yes, totally,” hesays,and Irecall the
interview Robindid for Uncutwith Graham
Nash, whentheytalked aboutthe purpose of
musicand its potential as aforce forsocial
changeorasavoice for better things.
“Thatidea of musicasaforce for changeis

areboth equallyrepresentative of
broader concerns.”

There seemsto be adesperate passivity about
“HelplessnessBlues”, asifyou'rewaitingtobe
toldwhattodo.

“Ithinkthat’sso,” hesays. “What thatsongis
inpartaboutisthatIdon'tknowwhat mycause
is.Ithinktherearealotofimportant problems
and things thatarehappeningthatyouhaveno
control ofand thingsaren’tascutand dried as
theywerein previous times.”

Sothesong’saboutlookingforacause?

“Ithink thatwould befairtosay.Imean,
whenIwaswritingthealbumIwaslisteninga
lotto Pete Seeger, certain kinds of protest
music, about uniting the workers orwhatever.

Robinwith
GrahamNash,
June2010

ButIcouldn’timagine myselfsingingabout
workers’ rights. So the song’s about me beingin
apositionwhereIdon’thaveacauseandasks
thequestion, ‘WhatamIgoingtodowiththe
factthatIdon’thaveacause?” Maybeitwould
bedifferentifIwasagayman. Then therightto
gaymarriage would be my cause. I'd fight for
that, or gayrightsin general. But'mnot partof
asubjugated group orminority that’s
discriminated against. SowhatamIdoing?
That’sone thingthe songaddresses. IfIalready
haveeverythingthateveryoneelseisfighting
for,whatamIdoinghere?”
Doyouseethesongasakind ofclarion call?
“No, it’smore personal than that. Ifyoumean,
isitindicative ofhowIthinkalot of people feel
thenI'dhavetosaythatwasn’ttheintention. I
don’tseektospeakforotherpeople.Ithinkall
youcandoisspeakyour own thoughts. The
reasonIthought Helplessness Bluesworked as
analbumtitle wasjust thatIfeel the conceptof
helplessnessisexpressedinalotofareas ofthe
record, inalotof differentways. Are you
helplessintheface of your creativeimpulses?
Areyouin control ofyour ownlife and how
helplessareyouifyou'renot? Areyou helpless
inbeingunabletochangewhoyouare?”

Thebar, which was emptywhenwe came

inaboutfourhoursago, is fullnow. There’s
abustlingearly Friday night crowd filling the
place withraucous conversation, much
laughter, the occasionalhooting of people who
arehittingthe cocktailshard already.

Thelouder theyget, the quieter Robin has
beengetting, in somewhatuncomfortable
response. Thisdoesn’'t seem the kind of place
you'd everusually find himin, Bad Company
onthein-house soundsystem, abludgeoning
noise, reminiscent ofbuildersknocking out
wallsinahousea couple ofdoors down from
whereyoulive, adense thud.Ithinkhe’sready
toleave, would probably already preferred to
have gone by now.

We'restill talkingabout thisand that, and1
askhimifthere’sonerecord bysomeoneelse
thathe’dlike tohave made, asif this might offer
acluetowherehe mightgonext.

“Joni Mitchell’s Blue,” he says without much
hesitation. “No,” he says then, justas quickly
correctinghimself. “Van Morrison’s Astral
Weeks. That tapsinto somethingso beyond
musicit’sacosmicexperience. Thatalbum’s
aboutsomethingso much more thanlyricsand
chordsand melodies.”

We're on the street now, shakinghands, going
our separate ways whenwe’re donewith that.

“Ithinksomethinglike Astral Weekswould be
somethingtoaspireto, makingsomethingthat
connected towhatever’sbeyond whatwe
know. Somethinghigher and beyond whowe
are. That’'sagoal, forsure.” ®

IT’S NOTDARKYyet, butit’s getting there.

Christopher Owens

_expenmentallsts

-_ﬁ-from thesame album L

4| THELUYAS

ROBIN
PECKNOLD
“Here’'sasmall
collection of
some favourite
jamsthatwe
were listening to
while making Helplessness
Blues. Some old favourites are

- here, from Nic Jones to Roy
Harperto John JacobNiles,as -

~ wellas some contemporaries

- like William Tyler, The Luyas, -

and FrankFairfield, people who
seem like kindred spirits with

‘us, hopefully. If we could’'ve

included books and movieson
this CD, you'd be hearing from
AlanMoore, Carl Sagan,
Haruki Murakami, Paul Auster,
Yuriy Norshteyn, and any other

whose appraisal of the tangible | .

worldis guided by their
reckoning with the unknown.
Hopethatcomesacross.
Pleaseenjoy.”

1| GIRLS

HEARTBRE‘AKER

Elegantjangle- pc_)_p
withadark, velvety -
twistfrom

and his SanFranband. -

WNEUT PECRENES!

2 | DUNGEN
FREDAG
Thrillingly taut let
century psych-rock
shredding and the 1
ghostofZappahaunt
this epicinstrumental
bythe Swedish - -

3 |NICJONES
COURTINGISA

'PLEASURE _
_Jones’careerwasendedby
horrificinjuriesinacarcrashin |
'82, twoyearsaftertherelease | |

. of hisacclaimed PenguinEggs |

album, fromwhich this track
comes. Thoseinspiredby

-Jonesinclude Bob Dylan,who - ‘| :
-coveredhisarrangementof ==

the traditional “Canadee-I-O

e

CATSINABAG

Fromthe Canadian quartet’s
2007 debut, thismovesfrom
beguiling lo-fi to full-on sonic
screech, via Frenchhornand
the spooked sound of the
‘moodswinger’, played by
singer Jesse Stein.

5 | WILLIAMTYLER
THEGREEN
PASTURES

‘Tylerisastalwart of Kurt

Wagner’s Lambchop, and this

" track from h|s solodebut

reveals himas abrilliant finger-

"BATHTUB

7 | THE CLIENTELE Be
SINCEKGOT £
OVERME

Alasdair MacLean has never

| MOUNTAIN

| traditionas PG Six —akaNew

| influence of Incredible String

| timelessfolkdread from

SUNITRISES

Your free CD, curated by Fleet Foxes

picking guitaristinthe John
Fahey school, but with hisown -
luminous glaze onthe genre.

6 | MOUNTAINMAN

Thesethreewomenmetat
collegein Vermontand
combine theirvoicestocreatea
haunting Appalachian folk.
“Bathtub” was previously only
avallable asan |Tunes exclusive.

Sandy Denny
& The Strawbs

IF THACES OF FOLE L0
COEMIC AMENICANA CLAGSECE

SUN IT
RISES

COMPILED EXCLUSIVELY FOR URCUT
BY FLEET FOXES" ROBIN PECKKOLD

Row 1 dan = Dame

= Thus

writtenabetter Sd'r'\.g fhah this |

dreamy, reverb-laden homage
to'60sretro-popglory, from
2005's Strange Geometry.

8 | PGSIX
OLDMAN ON THE

Few American performers owe
as much to the British folk

York’s Pat Gubler. The

Band, Bert Janschetal
loom large on this piece of

2005's The Well Of Memory.

before Ali's death.

: _'_protegee JanaHunter Ient

-_acclalmed debutlast; yea 2
-jthls astandout. :

9 | SANDY DENNY &
THESTRAWBS
'NOTHING ELSE WILL
DOBABE

Inher pre-Fairport days, Denny
recorded with The Strawbs,
including this1967 track on
which Dave Cousins takes lead
vocal. ltwasreleasedin’73, by
whichtime the backing singer
had earned topbilling. -

10 | JOHN
JACOBNILES
THEBALLAD OF

[ BARBERRY ELLEN

Niles collected this traditional

back tothe17th Century.

11 | ALIFARKA TOURE
& TOUMANI DIABATE
SABU YERKOY
Africa’sfinest guitarist'and the
world’s greatest koraplayer
recorded this piece of Malian
string magicin 2005, a year

12 | PEARLY
GATEMUSIC
GOSSAMERHAIR

Fleet Foxes drummer

- JoshTillman helps out
. here—nosurprise,
giventhatPGMisa

. vehicle forthesongs

" andvoiceofhis

. younger brother, Zach.

. 13 | FRANK
. FAIRFIELD
I THEDYING
i COWBOY
. Soundingasancient
~ asanAlanLomax
~ recording, it'sashock
* tolearnthatFairfieldis
= aCalifornianin his

" twenties. Hisinspired
take on tradltlonal hillbilly :
laments such as this earned
himasupportslot onFleet

‘| Foxes'lastUStour.

14 [ LOWERDENS

TEALIGHTS :
Former Devendra Banhart

:ompelling songsandvoiceto |
altimore-based Lower Dens’

15 | ROY HARPER
ONEFOR ALL

‘Aclassicfrom’69’s

Folkjokeopus, written by

‘Harper for saxophonist Albert

Ayler, who committed suicide
by jumping of the Statue Of
Liberty ferry. “Hewas oftenin
Copenhagenwhen |l lived
there,” Harperrecalls. “l was
playing onthe streetsand he
was playing inthe Montmartre -
Jazz Club.Heusedtocallme
tough guy. ltwas fucklng cold
on thestreets.”
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ith

| balladonafieldtriptothe
| Appalachiansinthe1920sand -
‘recordeditin 1938. Theorigins -
‘ofthesongare believed to date
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