
“We have ways to make you talk.”

BLOOMINGTON SEPT 1 — OCT 8

THE OTHER EQUINOX
BY BART EVERSON

WARMING BY THE DEVIL'S FIRE
BY JAMES NAREMORE

BY PAUL STURM
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Moka
Sept 1-17   Shades of Patricia Highsmith and Claude Chabrol infuse this 
thinking person’s thriller set on the picturesque French/Swiss border 
starring two of France’s most celebrated actresses. A woman search-
es for vintage mocha-colored Mercedes which she thinks struck her 
teenaged son and devastated her life. Diane Kramer (Emmanuelle 
Devos) embarks on a trip to find the driver. She goes to Evian, a vil-
lage along the shores of Lake Geneva (and the bottled-water capital 
of the world) and meets the owner of the Mercedes, Marlene, who is 
as charming and friendly as she is dangerous and ambiguous. Moka 
explores the inner lives of these two women, both in their own ways 
living in shadowy moral territory.  France / 89 minutes / subtitles

The Midwife
Sept 8-24 Catherine Deneuve and Catherine Frot share the screen in 
this touching tale of the unlikely connection of opposites. Claire (Frot) 
is a dedicated and tireless midwife whose sense of pride and respon-
sibility clash with the impersonal efficiency of modern hospitals. She’s 
raised her son solo and is well pleased that he’s made it to medical 
school. One day she receives a strange phone call, a voice from the 
past. Béatrice (Deneuve), the extravagant and frivolous mistress of her 
late father, has pressing news and wants to see her again, over a drink, 
30 years after having disappeared without a trace. France / 117 min / 
subtitles

Cezanne, et Moi
Sept 8, 9, 10 Cézanne Et Moi traces the parallel paths of post-im-
pressionist painter Paul Cézanne and novelist Émile Zola, from 
school pals in Aix-en-Provence to working artists in Paris. Directed 
by Danièle Thompson, Cezanne et Moi is at once a richly evocative 
look at two extraordinary artists and a “demystifying portrait of the 
rowdy late-19th-century Parisian art world where famous painters 
and poets mingled and jostled for position at dinner parties and art 
openings filled with shoptalk, backbiting and intrigue. Guillaume 
Gallienne gives an electrifying portrait of Cézanne as a scruffy, driven 
wild man who even as his career seems stalled, declares, ‘I’ll never 
stop painting; I’ll die painting.’” –NY Times  France / 110 min

Afterimage
Sept 15, 16, 17  Afterimage is the final film by Polish director Andrzej 
Wajda, who died last year at the age of 90. In a career already 
marked by many illustrious films, including Ashes and Diamonds,  
Afterimage is a late masterpiece. Based on the life of the avant-gar-
de artist Wladyslaw Strzeminski it blazes with energy, passion, and 
controlled fury as it follows the life of a man who refuses to bend to 
official ideology, even when it threatens his very existence. Wajda’s 
work has lost none of its force of outrage over the years.
Poland / 98 minutes / funded in part by the IU Polish Studies Center. 
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The Teacher
Sept 22-Oct 8  In a middle school class-
room in Czechoslovakia in 1983, a new 
teacher asks each student to stand up, 
introduce themselves and tell her what 
their parents do for a living. It slowly 
becomes clear that the pupils’ grades 
are related to how willing their parents 
are to helping her out with her errands, 
her housecleaning, and other random 
services.  Slovakia / 102 min 

School Life
Sept 29-Oct 14 This non-fiction film fol-
lows a year in the lives of two eccentric 
and inspirational teachers at Headfort, 
the only primary-age boarding school 
in Ireland. In addition to teaching Math 
and Latin, John runs a salon of sorts 
situated in a dingy cellar packed with 
band equipment and anomalous paint-
ings. At the start of each term, students 
can audition to be part of a rock band. 
Amanda works with the students to put 
on a play. For nearly half a century John 
and Amanda have shaped thousands of 
minds, but now the unthinkable looms: 
what would retirement mean? What will 
keep them young if they leave? 
99 minutes / Ireland / subtitles 

Manifesto
Oct 6-22 Cate Blanchett plays 13 charac-
ters in 13 unique vignettes in this amaz-
ing collaboration between the Oscar 
winning actress and German visual artist 
Julian Rosefeldt. From a raging home-
less man to a stock exchange drone, 
from an elementary school teacher 
to future-world scientist, Blanchett 
brings each character to life with a dia-
mond-sharp ferocity.  130 min
OUTRAGEOUSLY FUNNY! -Salon.com
Witty and Provocative -NY Times
SMART, SASSY, INTELLECTUALLY 
CHARGED AND VERY FUNNY. Cate 
Blanchett practically eats the camera 
lens. -The Wrap

Lost in Paris
Oct 13-29 A small-town Canadian librari-
an searches for her elderly Aunt Martha 
in the City of Lights. She is aided by a 
vaguely disreputable Parisian vagabond. 
Lost in Paris is the new comic collabo-
ration by the married filmmaking duo, 
Dominique Abel and Fiona Gordon.

See TheRYder.com for last minute updates to our movie calendar
Fri, Sept 1
Moka 7:30 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs
Tomorrow 8pm @ IU Fine Arts Down

Sat, Sept 2
Moka 7:30 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs
Tomorrow 8pm @ IU Global and 
International Studies Theater

Sun, Sept 3
Tomorrow 5:30 @ Bear’s Place
Moka 7:45 @ Bear’s Place

Fri and Sat, Sept 8 and 9
Moka 6:45 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs
The Midwife 7:30 @ IU Fine Arts Down
Cezanne et Moi 8:30 @ IU Fine Arts 
Upstairs

Sun, Sept 10
Cezanne et Moi 5:15 @ Bear’s Place
The Midwife 7:45 @ Bear’s Place

Fri Sept 15
Moka 6:45 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs
Afterimage 7:30 @ IU Fine Arts Down
The Midwife 8:30 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs

Sat, Sept 16
Moka 6:45 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs
Afterimage 7:30 @ IU Global and 
International Studies Theater
The Midwife 8:30 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs

Sun, Sept 17
Moka 5:15 @ Bear’s Place – Last Chance!
Afterimage 7:45 @ Bear’s Place

Fri and Sat, Sept 22 and 23
The Teacher 7pm @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs
The Midwife 7:30 @ IU Fine Arts Down

Sun, Sept 24
The Teacher 5:15 @ Bear’s Place
The Midwife 7:45 @ Bear’s Place 

Fri Sept 29
The Teacher 7:30 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs
School Life  8pm @ IU Fine Arts Down

Sat, Sept 30
The Teacher 7:30 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs
School Life  8pm @ IU Woodburn Hall 

Sun, Oct 1
School Life 7:00 @ Bear’s Place

Fri and Sat, Oct 6 and 7
Manifesto 6:45 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs
School Life  7:30 @ IU Fine Arts 
Downstairs
The Teacher 8:30 @ IU Fine Arts Upstairs

 

School Life
Sept 29-Oct 14



4 RYDER

FEATURES                                                                                                               
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CONTEST RULES: email your answer to FamousBuses@TheRyder.com. The subject line should read “Bus Contest.” 
Winners will receive a pair of tickets to The Ryder Film Series where, if they are lucky, they will see a movie featuring one 
or more buses in supporting roles. If they are especially lucky, winners may also get a Bloomington Transit coloring book 
and other cool stuff. Be sure to include a mailing address with your entry. Employees of BT, The Ryder and their families 
or facsimiles thereof may not enter. New Jersey residents add a 15% surcharge.

Remember…Movies wouldn’t be Movies without Buses.

In Valerian and the City of a Thousand 

Planets, how does Valerian escape the 

bus when it is attacked?

ANSWER TO LAST WEEK’S QUESTION

The stop sign on the bus in Cars 3 
is also a buzz saw.

AN APB ON CPB FOR WFHB
An interview with Jar Turner, general manager of WFHB

By Anthony Scott Piatt

WARMING BY THE DEVIL’S FIRE 
God and the Devil, like gospel and blues, are never far apart in 

the fi lms of Charles Burnett. 
By James Naremore

A BOY AND HIS CAT 
Garfi eld has become one of the most recognizable cartoon icons outside of the 

Peanuts gang, but he got his start much closer to home. Garfi eld began as an 
Indiana farmboy’s hobby

By Jordan Nel
LOTUS: 2017

This year’s ultimate, go-to guide to Lotus
By Paul Sturm

THE CANINE MUSE
Artists have always sought inspiration from their muse. What is it like 

however, when the muse in question happens to be a canine?  Are fl eas 
involved? William Wegman and his weimaraners will be performing on screen 

at the IU Cinema.
By James Hook

THE OTHER EQUINOX 
The autumnal equinox seems like a blind spot in the American imagination

By Bart Everson

STAGES
Todd Snider, Rory Block, Diavolo and more, so 
much more.
By Anthony Scott Piatt

WATCHING THE BEATS
Russell Sheaff er teamed with IU School of 
Music graduate, composer Aaron Michael 
Smith—along with percussionist Sean Gill 
to create “an anxiety-producing Panopticon-
inspired experience.” 
By K.D. Self

EVENT HORIZON
Three Hundred amazing things 
to do in September.

06

12

20
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STAGES
WHAT TO EXPECT WHEN YOU’RE EXPECTING...

. . .LIVE MUSIC, COMEDY AND THEATER
by Anthony Scott Piatt   

SKULL CULT
AUGUST 28 @ 9:00 PM - THE BISHOP
As soon as you pick up this edition of The Ryder, head toward 
The Bishop. Our scheduled date of publication makes time of the 
essence. And Skull Cult’s one minute average song length means the 
show will be fast and furious as well. Skull Cult may not actually be 
obsessed with death, but they do remind me of a mix of The Dead 
Kennedys and The Dead Milkmen. So, if you miss The Dead Milked 
Kennedys (I mean, Skull Cult) at The Bishop, catch them soon. 
Preferably premortem.  
     

RORY BLOCK
PRESENTED BY AMETHYST HOUSE
SEPTEMBER 8 @ 7:00 PM - BUSKIRK CHUMLEY 
A blues master, trained under Mississippi John Hurt, left home at 15 and 
toured the south, NYC and gained praise from Robert Johnson’s family, 
Bonnie Raitt and countless other blues afi cionados. He isn’t a delta 
born blues player though. He isn’t even a he. Rory Block is not only the 
top female (white female) blues guitarist, many posit she is the Robert 
Johnson torchbearer. And she plays slide with a wrench socket- that spirit 
of taking tradition and making it her own plays out in her respectful 
covers and innovative originals.
“Rory Block has been an inspiration to me since we started out years ago. 
Her guitar playing, singing and songwriting are some of the most soulful 
in traditional and modern blues.”  - Bonnie Raitt
“When I hear Rory Block’s music, it’s as if my grandfather is here all over 
again.” - Greg Johnson, grandson of Robert Johnson

TODD SNIDER
PRESENTED BY SPIRIT OF ‘68 PROMOTIONS | SEPTEMBER 16 @ 8:00 PM - BUSKIRK CHUMLEY 

todd snider
by todd snider
i started making up songs in 1986.
i made an album in 1994.
i also started a tour in 1994
and that tour is, in a way, still going.
i never made a record so good
that i could just sit home
or did a show so bad
that i had to.
That is the fi rst portion of Todd’s bio, 
and it sums up his no bullshit style. 
Todd has been called ‘gonzo’ and 
preaches the virtues of weird. A regular 
in Bloomington (not surprising as East 
Nashville is his own, similar, bohemian 
playground), Todd can be heard on some 
great interviews with Jason Wilbur’s “In 
Search of a Song” and the next generation 



SEPTEMBER 2017 7

of music interviews on Rich Reardin’s “Beyond a Song”. He swears he’s done some 
bad shows, but I’ve yet to not enjoy his wit, songwriting and guitar. He must have 
had a bad show in 1993… maybe he was lazy or smoked a little dope? Heck no, that’s 
part of the fun!

...THEATER
GARFIELD THE MUSICAL WITH CATTITUDE
PRESENTED BY CARDINAL STAGE COMPANY
SEPTEMBER 8 - 24 - IVY TECH WALDRON AUDITORIUM    
Indiana ‘born’ Garfi eld has a birthday coming up, but his pals Odie, Jon and Arlene 
appear to be clueless to the fact. Cardinal Stage Company, under the Cardinal for Kids 
banner, host the play at the Waldron Auditorium. Kids can celebrate their own birthdays 
with a shout out on stage and a package of goodies to go with the night. Kids, adults and 
Garfi eld himself will see that “home is where the heart… and the food is”. Bake a big 
lasagna and enjoy the show. 

DIAVOLO - ARCHITECTURE IN MOTION
SEPTEMBER 26 @ 7:30 PM - IU AUDITORIUM
For 25 years Diavolo has explored the relation of the 
human form to our architectural surroundings. The 
LA based dancers are augmented by the expected 
choreographers and set designers, but also by engineers. 
The architectural set pieces are paramount to the 
presentation. 
It’s like STOMP with futuristic environments. Where 
the Blue Man Group experience is surreal escapism, 
Diavolo examines the visceral aspects of our 
relationship to structures and cities.  

...COMEDY
GEOFF TATE
SEPTEMBER 14 - 16  - THE COMEDY ATTIC
Where everybody knows your name… “Cheers” afi cionado and comedian, Geoff  Tate, 
has a podcast about “Cheers” and hangs out with two Dougs fairly often. Doug Stanhope 
carries Geoff ’s albums on his comedy web store and Doug Benson tours with Geoff  and 
hosts him on “Doug Loves Movies” and “Getting Doug with High”. Basically, Geoff  talks 
about the stoner Woody Harrelson or talks to the stoner Doug Benson. Comedy and weed 
being the connections that bind his life together. His mid-September engagement at The 
Comedy Attic promises to be a high point of the month. 

BENEFIT FOR MCCSC FOOD ASSISTANCE FUND 
STARRING GARY GULMAN
SEPTEMBER 21  - THE COMEDY ATTIC
&

GARY GULMAN
SEPTEMBER 22 & 23 - THE COMEDY ATTIC
Shame on “lunch shamers” so kudos to The Comedy Attic 
and Gary Gulman for donating 100% of ticket sales for 
September 21 to the MCCSC Food Assistance Program. 10 
student lunches are provided for each ticket purchased.
This event also celebrates The Comedy Attic’s 9th 
Anniversary. More kudos to the Attic for nearly a decade 
of solid comedy and great service.
Every late night comedy show has had Gary Gulman 
on to perform. Not very many comedians have that 
fully jeweled crown. Netfl ix has his specials, including 
the currently streaming “It’s About Time”, a tour that 
commemorated his 20 years of touring. After supporting 
Monroe County’s kids on September 21, it will be feel 
good to support his September 22 and 23 shows, while 
laughing at his Conan-worthy comedy. 
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.................................................................................................................................................................  by Anthony Scott Piatt   ...............................

An APB on CPB for WFHB

JAR TURNER
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OK, let’s put some numbers in perspective regarding the Corporation 
for Public Broadcasting (CPB) nationally and how it helps radio and 
TV stations across America. Then, how the Orange Administration’s 
proposed decimation of the CPB will aff ect small stations the hardest, 
with our own WFHB providing insight. 
Regardless of ideology, substantive local music and news are vital to our society. We 
don’t want all our music to come from Ryan Seacrest or see our few sources of news 
proff ered only by left leaning outlets such as Mother Jones or right wing propagators like 
the Drudge Report. We look at the CPB’s national impact, recent attacks and defenses of 
public media, and we interview WFHB GM Jar Turner concerning our local, independent 
challenges.
CPB is a private, nonprofi t corporation created by Congress in the Public Broadcasting 
Act of 1967. CPB is the steward of the federal government’s investment in public 
broadcasting and the largest single source of funding for public radio, television, and 
related online and mobile services. CPB’s mission is to ensure universal access to 
non-commercial, high-quality content and telecommunications services. It does so by 
distributing more than 70% of its funding to nearly 1,500 locally owned public radio and 
television stations (www.cpb.org).

CPB BY THE NUMBERS

408 GRANTEES, representing 1,136 public radio stations

167 GRANTEES, representing 362 public TV stations

248 of the total 575 radio and TV grantees are considered rural

99% of Americans have access to public media

More than 70% of CPB’s federal funding goes directly to local public media stations

Less than 5% of funding is spent on CPB operations

$1.35Approximate annual cost per American for public media

CPB strives to support diverse programs and services that inform, educate, enlighten 
and enrich the public.  Through grants, CPB encourages the development of content that 
addresses the needs of underserved audiences, especially children and minorities. 
CPB’s core values of collaboration, innovation, engagement, and diversity, help to inform 
our program investments system-wide (www.cpb.org).
In light of Trump’s handling of recent issues of race and class and his track record in 
business and campaigning, one wonders if a program that costs so little and helps so 
many is overlooked or outright denigrated by Trump and his administration. Of course, 
it may be telling that many served by the CPB are poor kids and minorities. Callous 
overlook, outright spitefulness or willful pandering to a Heritage Foundation base? It 
doesn’t matter. The proposed cuts will shutter programs and stations alike. 
In fact, CPB President, Patricia Harrison said this, “There is no viable substitute for federal 
funding that ensures Americans have universal access to public media’s educational 
and informational programming and services. The elimination of federal funding 
to CPB would initially devastate and ultimately destroy public media’s role in early 
childhood education, public safety, connecting citizens to our history, and promoting civil 
discussions – for Americans in both rural and urban communities.” 
Later, Patricia went on to discuss the scope of the CPB, “This is a service that benefi ts 
all Americans—those living in rural and urban areas who rely on broadcast for 
programs that are proven to get their children ready to learn, and provide access 
to life saving emergency alerts, as well as those for whom public media levels the 
playing fi eld in terms of high-quality educational and informational content, through 
programs such as “NOVA” and “Nature” -- all for approximately $1.35 in taxes per 
person each year.”
The cuts will be felt across the country and at our own WFHB Community Radio. 
The commercial free, non-profi t station that “exists to provide an open forum for the 
exchange and discussion of ideas and issues, and to celebrate and increase the local 
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cultural diversity.” A mission statement not too diff erent than 
the CPB’s own. 
We spoke with WFHB GM, Jar Turner, about the possible loss of 
support from the CPB.

[ANTHONY PIATT] How much of WFHB’s budget comes from 
the CPB?
[JAR TURNER] “About 30% of our budget, or $72,000, comes 
from the CPB through a Community Services Grant. This has 
allowed us to beef up our local news department, enabling 
us to receive multiple awards from the Society of Professional 
Journalist. It also helps us replace aging equipment each year.”
[AP] How do the proposed cuts from the Trump administration 
aff ect WFHB’s funding?
[JT] “The skinny budget proposed by the Trump administration 
would eliminate the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, along 
with a number of other programs. We are waiting to see what 
happens in December. We typically receive $50,000 in December 
and $22,000 in April.” 
[AP] Increased membership and/or increased donations from 
current members is one way to imagine closing the funding gap. 
Realistically, how much would you need versus how much you 
can expect?
[JT] “Without the grant, the additional revenue we would need to 
maintain normal operations is about $60,000.  Our annual revenue 
is around $250,000. The amount of the grant is based on the 
number of people in our broadcast signal range.”
[AP] What other remedies (grants, outreach, fundraising) might 
provide relief from a possible CPB funding loss?
[JT] “The CPB will only provide funding to us if we meet a 
prescribed threshold. Unfortunately, the threshold has sharply 
increased over the last three years. Just three years ago, the 
threshold was $175,000 – it is now $300,000. So even if the CPB 
remains, we greatly struggle to meet the threshold for the grant. 
We have increased our pledge drive goals, and I hope that we 
are able to attract new listeners and get more local businesses on 
board who would support us by underwriting our programs. 
Securing more grants and attracting major gifts are also on the 
agenda. The challenge is that we have a small staff  and just 
maintaining normal operations takes up a lot of time. Our next 
fund drive will be held from Oct 6 - 15.”
Thanks to Jar for taking his time with us. Maybe the proposed 
budget won’t pass. After all, not a single major bill has passed yet 
under Trump. But, WFHB (as well as WFIU, WTIU and countless 
other public stations) need more help, not less, regardless of 
current funding levels. If these draconian cuts pass, stations will 
suff er, some stations will be lost forever. It need not be this way. 
Nationally, we can do better. Locally, we must do better. Lest we 
be beholden only to a few national outlets, pandering to their 
own extremists as a homogenous collective… imagine Alex Jones, 
Breitbart and Fox on one side, Al Sharpton and Daily Kos on 
the other. Join together, politics aside, and support local, public 
media. Your community is better for it.

About 30% of our budget comes from the 
Corporation for Public Broadcasting. The 

skinny budget proposed by the Trump
administration would eliminate the CPB. 

—WFHB general manager Jar Turner

The Columbus Scottish Festival will return to the Bartholomew 
County Fairgrounds on September 9 and 10. The two-day festival 
will bring Highland traditions to southern Indiana with food, music, 
dancing, vendors, athletics, children’s area, cars, whisky tastings, 
and a traditional Ceilidh celebration. Entertainment includes The 
Mudmen: Canada’s Celtic Rock Warriors. Dublin O’Shea, a group 
dedicated to preserving Celtic folk music, will add traditional pub 
songs. Rounding out the musical entertainment section of the festival 
is The Sprigs, who feature dazzling technique in their high-energy 
Irish-American dance tunes and ballads.  
Highlighted events include the MWPBA Bagpipe Band & Solo 
Competitions and the “Highland Hustle” 5k. Both days of the festival 
will feature clan and society tents, children’s activities, the Celtic 
Market, food vendors, Living History and the European Car show.  
Additional features will appear in the Sponsorship building both 
days, including whisky tastings at 12:30 and 3pm on both Saturday 
and SundayVisit scottishfestival.org for more info. 
Saturday’s opening day highlights include the Highland Games 
Competition, Sheepdog demonstrations, Beer Gardens, and the 
vintage car parade. The Ceilidh celebration, which features a light 
buff et, dancing and other entertainment, is $20 for adults and $10 
for children 12-6. Children under six will be admitted for free. The 
start time for the Ceilidh is after festival hours, beginning at 5:30pm.
Sunday’s schedule of events will have the noon parade of Tartans and 
Massed Pipe Band, the Kirkin’ of Tartan demonstration, a Scottish 
swords and knives demonstration, Scottish Country Dancing, a 
Haggis Toss, and the Bonniest Knees contest.

photo credit: Benjamin LoPilato
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half page text guideline

Small town though it is, Bloomington is often graced 
with diverse artistic and musical gatherings, even on non-
Lotus weekends. The first weekend in August was exemplary. 
August 4ths (chilly) first Friday gallery walk revealed a wide 
range of visual art. Some highlights? At Pictura Gallery, 
Elizabeth Stone’s Negative/Positive photographic abstractions 
were breathtaking. Stone’s striking images were constructed 
using analog photo objects photographed on a light box. At 
the Blueline Gallery, the late Annemarie Mahler’s memorial 
painting retrospective showed haunting self-portraiture. At 
the Convention Center, “Quilters without Borders” hung 
intricate, beautiful textiles. At the Waldron, the Bloomington 
Photography Club and the Local Clay Potters Guild displayed 
fine photography and lovely 
ceramics. And, at By Hand 
Gallery, works on paper by 
Mary Uthuppuru rendered 
delicate, ‘quiet observations.’

Downwind at Player’s 
Pub the same evening, not 
quiet for a minute were the 
STP Allstars. Veteran and 
accomplished RnB musicians 
David Baas, Jim Bracken, 
Piney Woods, and Rex Miller (along with a great horn section) 
brought a fun survival party to the Pub after a recent tax 
crisis nearly shut the place. This band rocked. Their rendition 
of Johnny Cash’s Folsom Prison Blues especially summoned 
dancers to the floor and got cold feet tapping hot.

Meanwhile, the I Fell Gallery (at Fourth and Rogers) 
hosted “it’s so easy (the mechanism of power),” a video art 
installation and performance piece. This event’s beautifully 
disturbing performance recurred during the Middle 
Coast Film Festival and also on Saturday evening, August 
5. Filmmaker (and IU Communication and Culture Ph.D. grad) 
Russell Sheaffer teamed with IU School of Music graduate, 
composer Aaron Michael Smith—along with percussionist 
Sean Gill—to create electronic apprehension using evocative 
images and primal rhythms. Numerous old CRT TVs were 
piled up around the I Fell’s suitably industrial space; each 
TV had video loops running. Many of the installation’s 

video and primary 
audio tracks related 

to a car crash and ensuing 
court case faced by Sheaffer. He 

says, “this is about creating an anxiety-
producing Panopticon-inspired experience.” 

Sheaffer is also concerned with watching the watchers—
“trying to reclaim ownership” of surveillance images taken 

during the crash by showing these and other meta-images (while 
simultaneously surveilling gallery audiences). Inherent queries arise 
surrounding our media-laden world—Who is watching whom? Why 
do different people interpret the same watched events in different ways? 
What are ‘alternative facts’? Created by Aaron Michael Smith, the 
installation’s audio loops echoed relentless modern unease even 
before Smith’s harrowing composition was performed by Sean Gill. 
Percussionist Gill used the TVs, computer keyboards, and a printer 
as instruments, obtaining amazing tones from CRTs (struck with 
well-placed mallets and hands). In performance, as Gill coaxed both 
tonal and alarming sounds from unusual objects, Sheaffer and Smith 
synthesized additional audio and video imagery. Most ominous? Car 
crash photos of first responders were differentially colorized, shifting 
between horrific representation and beautiful abstraction.

On an entirely different note, the same cool first weekend in 
August got plenty hot on Sunday when Louisiana native Lucinda 
Williams returned to the Buskirk-Chumley Theater. Sixty-four year-
old Williams’ numerous Bloomington concerts (beginning in 1988) 
are legendary. On this night, Buick 6 (her backup band) opened with 
incredible instrumentals; guitarist Stuart Mathis kicked ass all night 
long. When Lucinda came to stage she seemed a bit nervous, but by 
the time she hit “Jackson,” she found her cryptic truthsayer, Southern 
blues rocker stride. An acclaimed and gifted songwriter, Williams’ 
tunes--past and present—are concerned with human universals: 
Love, loss, family, addiction, god, individual responsibility, equity. 

This cool evening, Williams played both older and 
newer material, delighting the audience with 1988’s 
“Big Red Sun Blues”; 1998’s “Car Wheels on a Gravel 
Road”; and the sassy “Joy” (“you took my joy, I want 
it back”). Toward the end of her nearly two-hour 
concert, Lucinda sang an especially resonant mantra 
for individual and social justice: “I need protection 
from the enemy of love; I need protection from the 
enemy of kindness; I need protection from the enemy 
of peace.” Don’t we all?

Contact K.D. Self at ChoosingActiveCompassion@gmail.com.

Percussionist Sean Gill, composer Aaron Michael Smith, and 
filmmaker Russell Sheaffer— collaborators on “it’s so easy 

(the mechanism of power).”

by k.d. self

WEEKEND
ONE COOL

WATCHING THE BEATS

The ‘it’s so easy’ 
video installation was 
beautifully disturbing…. 
Who is watching whom?

12
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half page text guideline

When we were growing up, my older sister had an 
oversized sweatshirt with a Garfield cartoon imprinted on the 
front. Above it, Garfield’s thought bubble grumbles: “There 
are only two times I feel stress: day and night.” It’s ironic 
that my sister loved wearing this huge sweatshirt (it was the 
nineties; all clothing draped) with the sarcastic punchline 
given that she was only eight or nine years old at the time 
(what stressors could a kid that young really have?). But 
what’s more ironic is that the sweatshirt cartoon shows the 
notoriously lazy, overweight, constantly yawning, lovable cat 

complaining of chronic stress. Another three-paned comic strip 
from June 30, 1978, just two weeks after Garfield’s first appearance 
in print, reveals the epitome of his notably non-stressful lifestyle: 
“All I ever do is eat and sleep, eat and sleep, eat and sleep,” 
Garfield muses. “There must be more to a cat’s life than that. But, 
I hope not.” 

Today, Garfield holds the Guinness World Record for the most 
widely syndicated comic strip with publication in more than 
2,500 newspapers and journals around the world. The franchise 
has found success in print, on television, in film, and now on 

A Boy and  
His Cat A Boy and  
His Cat 

B y  J o r d a n  N e l

Garfield began as an Indiana 
farmboy’s hobby
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B y  J o r d a n  N e l
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stage with Garfield: The Musical with Cattitude, the Cardinal for Kids production 
that will open Cardinal Stage Company’s 2017-2018 season this month. Co-
written by Davis, the script for the musical is true to Garfield’s classic, surly 
persona and features a good-hearted storyline about what Garfield learns when 
everyone seemingly forgets his birthday. 

Garfield has become one of the most recognizable cartoon icons outside of 
the Peanuts gang, but he got his start much closer to home. Garfield’s creator, Jim 
Davis, grew up on his family’s farm in Fairmount, Indiana—a small, northeast 
Indiana town with a population of 3,000 that is known for also being the 
childhood home of another Jimmy D., actor James Dean. An asthmatic child, 
Davis could not handle the demands of farm work and turned to drawing the 
farm’s 25 live-in cats for entertainment. He worked in marketing as an adult 
before creating his less recognizable comic strip about some fictional insect 
friends called Gnorm Gnat. But his real winning idea, of course, hearkened back 
to his days of drawing cats on the farm. At first, the Garfield strip was really 
about Jon Arbuckle, Garfield’s oblivious, unlucky-in-love owner. “I ran some 
early ideas at a local paper to see how I felt about it and I called the strip Jon,” 
said Davis in an interview with the pop-news website, Mental Floss. “At the 
time, I worked for T.K. Ryan—the cartoonist for Tumbleweeds—and I showed 
it to him and told him how every time I got to the punchline the cat zings [the 
owner]. And T.K. said, ‘Well, what does that tell you, Jim? The strip must be 
about the cat. Go with it.’” 

Davis took the advice and shifted the comic strip’s focus to Garfield (named 
after Davis’ grandfather, James A. Garfield, who, in turn, shares a name with the 
former U.S. President), spending his creative energy building the cat’s clever, 
lasagna-loving persona. Despite this shift, however, Garfield’s appeal still resides 
in the comic interplay between owner and cat. Garfield is, at heart, his owner’s 
cat. “Hmm… a new sofa,” he observes in one early strip and at once sets about 
clawing the upholstery to pieces before settling down again on his cushioned 
perch. “Much better.” Garfield claws at curtains, sleeps most of the day, and 
can’t seemed to be bothered by the dog, Odie. At the same time, though, 
Garfield is his human’s owner, playing practical jokes, coercing Jon to give him 
the food he actually wants, and generally running the house. In the inaugural 
1978 Garfield strip, Jon amiably introduces himself and his pet to readers: “Hi 
there… I’m Jon Arbuckle. I’m a cartoonist and this is my cat, Garfield.” The next 
pane shows Garfield’s fitting response (of course, in a thought bubble, because 
cats don’t speak), “Hi there. I’m Garfield. I’m a cat and this is my cartoonist, 
Jon.” From the start, Garfield established the line of dramatic irony that would 
propel it forward for generations. Jon cannot hear Garfield’s sardonic quips, 
but we, as readers, can. Add to that the fact that most cat owners have, at some 
point, scratched their heads wondering if their cats are the ones ruling the house 
and it’s no wonder Garfield has endured as long as it has.  

The skill that started as an Indiana farm boy’s hobby has turned Davis into 
a true success. He has been drawing Garfield for so long that the cartoon now 
has its own lifeblood. “Garfield writes his own material,” says Davis. “After all 
these years, I’ve kind of created this monster in my head. I sit back, I put him 
in a situation, and I watch him. When he does something funny, I back up three 
frames, cut it off, and I have a strip.” Davis sees Garfield animated in his head, 
which may be why he was all-in when the opportunity came about to turn 
Garfield into a TV cartoon that ran on CBS from 1988 to 1994, and when another 
came about to turn the comic strip into a full-length feature film in 2004 with a 
sequel in 2006. Davis explains, “I learn more about the character every iteration 
of animation or product… I understand [Garfield] a little better when we get an 
opportunity to entertain in another way.” 

 The fact that my sister was wearing Garfield paraphernalia nearly twenty 
years after its inception also speaks to the cartoon’s timeless popularity across 
generations, genres, and sales mediums. You name it; Garfield has probably 
done it (which may be why he’s actually so stressed). 

A show for kids, as well as for their parents who grew up with the orange 
tabby, Garfield: The Musical with Cattitude runs September 8-24 at the Ivy 
Tech Waldron Auditorium. Visit cardinalstage.org for more information on 
performances and tickets. 

A Boy and  
His Cat A Boy and  
His Cat You’re in good hands.

Call me today about
renter’s insurance

812 332-9347

TIMOTHY B. HOGAN
1000 N Walnut St #A Bloomington

a089829@allstate.com
Premium based on rounded state average. Actual premium will vary based on amount of 
insurance purhased and other factors. Insurance subject to availability, qualifications and 
policy terms. Allstate Insurance Company and Allstate Indemnity Company. Northbrook 
Illinois    2008 Allstate Insurance Company
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Martin Scorsese 
and Robert 
De Niro. 

Andy Warhol and Edie 
Sedgwick. Celebrated 
artistic collaborations 
between fi lmmakers 
and their muses have 
long been recognized 
within both Hollywood 
and underground 
modes of fi lmmaking. 
What does it look like, 
however, when the 
muse in such a relation-
ship happens to be a 
canine? 
Such is the case in the 

unparalleled partner-
ships between William 
Wegman and his Weimaraner pets-turned-stars. A prolifi c multi-
media visual artist and fi lmmaker who holds an MFA in painting 
from the University of Illinois, Champagne-Urbana, Wegman 
has shot a virtually uncountable number of fi lm and video works 
since 1970. Some of these run mere seconds, while others irrever-
ently reimagine such childhood staples as The Hardy Boys or The 
Twelve Days of Christmas. A selection of these fi lms will screen at 
the IU Cinema in The World of William Wegman shorts program, 
part of the Underground Film Series, on Friday, September 8, at 
6:30 p.m.
Mostly constant through this work is the presence of one or more 

canine collaborators. First came Man Ray, star of many Wegman 
shorts throughout the 70s. Man Ray’s death in 1982 marked the 
start of a four-year gap before the appearance of a new muse, 
Fay Ray. Appropriately, Man Ray’s and Fay Ray’s respective 
namesakes gesture toward the realms of fi ne art and commercial 

entertainment, an 
artifi cial binary Weg-
man’s career has never 
recognized—his work 
has been welcomed at 
the Centre Pompidou 
and on Saturday Night 
Live. Something of a 
repertory company of 
canines materialized 
following the 1989 
birth of Fay’s puppies 
Battina (Batty), Crooky, 
and Chundo.
While there have been 

more Weimaraners 
since, Fay and her 
puppies are the dogs 
most seen by count-
less Millennials (and 

their parents) thanks to appearances on that bedrock of children’s 
television programming, Sesame Street, beginning in 1989. Here 
the dogs would run into an empty frame and pose together to 
corporeally create letters and numbers. They also enacted nursery 
rhymes and performed in sketches designed to highlight neigh-
borhood service workers such as the waiter, the truck driver, 
and the ophthalmologist—with the aid of full costumes and the 
uncanny incorporation of human hands. 
One downside to the, well, doggedness with which these iconic 

images have maintained their hold in our collective pop-cultural 
memory is how another side of Wegman’s artistic sensibility has 
been overshadowed. His earliest video works, for instance, de-
cidedly do not fi t adjacently to a song by Big Bird, but would feel 
very much at home in a retrospective that also featured the works 
of, say, Bruce Nauman, Nam June Paik, or Bill Viola. 
Art critic Kim Levin has situated Wegman within what she iden-

The Canine Muse
W I L L I A M  W E G M A N  A N D  H I S  W E I M A R A N E R S 

By James Hook



SEPTEMBER 2017 17

tifi es as an “aesthetic of the amateur.” Indeed, Wegman’s short 
fi lms can sometimes feel like home movies, but only to a point. 
Although shot in Wegman’s studio space with simple camera 
setups and little if any editing, rather than capture the quotid-
ian in any uncomplicated way, the activities in many of these 
fi lms are underscored by an existential absurdity (or, perhaps, 
an absurd take on existentialism) that would not be out of place 

in a one-act by Samuel Beckett. They veer from the borderline 
grotesque (e.g., Wegman expels milk from his mouth for a 
cooperative Man Ray to lap up off  the fl oor) to the whimsically 
meta (e.g., Wegman and the dogs reenact in-studio their 1991 
appearance on Late Night with David Letterman).     
That vexed label of “postmodernist” has often been applied to 

Wegman and it is not incorrect. Even his earliest shorts display 
confi dence that his audiences are conversant in the expectations 
and conventions surrounding specifi c genres, rules Wegman 
then revels in exaggerating or breaking. 1978’s Man Ray, Man 
Ray, for instance, is a dual biography of the canine Man Ray and 
the famed surrealist photographer who preceded him. Con-
structed from talking head style interviews, still photographs, 

and voiceover narration, this “documentary” blurs together 
biographical details from the lives of both of its subjects and 
manages to incorporate an intermission and epilogue into its 
fi ve-minute and twenty-three second running time. 
The Hardly Boys in Hardly Gold sits somewhere in-between 

the categorically unmistakable video art and the spiritedly play-
ful Sesame Street segments. Shot on location in Rangeley, Maine 

using 35mm and premiering at the 
1996 Sundance Film Festival, the fi lm 
is a technically accomplished tribute 
to the pseudonymous Franklin W. 
Dixon mystery series Wegman read as 
an adolescent. Herein sisters Batty and 
Crooky follow in the sleuthing shoes 
of brothers Frank and Joe; the voice-
over narrator (unmistakably Wegman 
himself) helpfully clarifi es, “Hardly 
boys, they were girls and dogs.” 
Whitney Museum curator Joan Simon 
has explained that for Wegman this 

casting was perfectly logical, as Weimaraners can be understood 
as “detectives by nature, tracking and sniffi  ng for clues.” 
Wegman’s Weimaraner muses are certainly not the fi rst 

to bridge the categories of canine and star—this honor can 
be traced at least as far back as Rin Tin Tin in the silent era. 
Their image has, however, left an indelible aesthetic mark 
that continues to delight and baffl  e as it frustrates catego-
ries: Is the work fi ne art or kitsch? Does it appeal to children 
or adults? Is it best associated with the museum gallery or 
the television set? Are its characters dog-humans or hu-
man-dogs? As (surrealist) Man Ray once declared, “I like 
contradictions.” So too, I believe, does Wegman.     

Fay Ray, in a scene from “William Wegman’s Fay’s Twelve Days of Christmas” 

Many of Wegman’s short � lms are 
underscored by an existential absurdity 
that would not be out of place in a 
one-act by Samuel Beckett.
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[editor’s note: 
Bart Everson lives 
in New Orleans but 
many years ago he lived 
in Bloomington and was 
co-host of the groundbreaking 
television series, “J&B on the Rox,” 
which aired on BCAT from 1992-1995. 
This essay is adapted from his new book, 
Spinning in Place: A Secular Humanist Embraces the 
Neo-Pagan Wheel of the Year, Frowning Cat Books]

There’s an old bridge over Bayou St. John in New Orleans, 
made from wooden planks supported by a steel frame and 
now used only for foot traffic. A Vodou ceremony is performed 
here on St. John’s Eve, just after the summer solstice, but 
recently I’ve come to associate the bridge with the autumnal 
equinox, because of a flower, of all things. 

I first noticed them a few years ago, gorgeous crimson 
spidery blooms which seemed to have sprung out of nowhere 
in mid-September, in a little planter box at the end of the 
bridge. A friend’s grandmother calls them “naked ladies,” 
because they emerge tall and proud atop leafless stalks. 

It wasn’t until several years later, as I was studying up 
on the equinoxes, that I realized these flowers are associated 
with the beginning of fall. They bloom around the time of the 
autumnal equinox. It’s a testimony to my own alienation from 
natural cycles that I noticed this not from direct observation 

or local lore 
but by reading 

about rituals of 
Japanese Buddhism 

on the internet. 
The Higan Service 

has been observed at 
both equinoxes by Japanese 

Buddhists for over a thousand years. 
It’s traditionally a time to visit graveyards and 

honor ancestors. The naked ladies which I see in New Orleans are 
called higan-bana in Japan; they are often planted in graveyards and 
usually bloom around the time of the autumnal equinox. 

Some say the flower has over 900 names in Japanese, including 
poisonous flower, fox flower, the flower of the dead, samadhi 
flower, abandoned child flower, and the flower that looks like a 
phantom. The Latin designation is Lycoris radiata, which I find 
almost as beautiful as the flowers themselves. In the American 
South they are also known by a variety of evocative epithets: red 
spider lilies, red magic lilies, surprise lilies, resurrection lilies. They 
have become for me one of the signal harbingers of autumn. 

The boy who didn’t believe in autumn  
The flower is also called the hurricane lily, which will need no 
explanation for those of us who live along the Gulf Coast. The peak 
of hurricane season comes on the tenth of September, statistically 
speaking, but the season officially runs until the first of November. 
Hurricane formation is driven by warm water in the mid-Atlantic 

T
h

e
 
O
t

h
e
r  E qu i n

o
x

T
h
e
 
a
u
t
u
m
n
a
l
 e

q
u
in

ox s
eems like a blind sp

o
t
 in

 
t
h
e
 
A
m
e
r
i
c
a
n
 
i
m

a
g
i
n
a
t
i
o
n

B
y
 B

art Everson

Balance. The halfway point. 
Light turns to darkness. I 

made this with my daughter 
when she was three.

half page text guideline

and the Gulf of Mexico, which lingers on through the phenomenon of seasonal lag. 
It’s summer’s hangover. 

Many locals take a dim view of September, the ostensible beginning of the 
fall season. September often seems like nothing more than an extension of the 
month before. August, Part II: The Revenge of the Humid. September is a sticky, sultry, 
summery month. 

Here in the subtropics, spring may be ephemeral, but autumn can be downright 
elusive. Most of the trees in New Orleans stay green year-round, so we don’t see 
much fall foliage. The Saints may be playing football, kids may be back in school, 
and rumors of fall may filter down from the north, but when you’re mopping sweat 
off your brow it can be hard to believe autumn will ever come. The equinox can 
seem like a false premise. However, there is one undeniable reality that can’t be 
missed, even at our latitude. 

I start to notice it at the very beginning of September. I rise at the same time, but 
each day it’s a little darker. Dawn slips forward through our morning routines. We 
are losing light. The days are getting shorter, as night encroaches upon day. Thus, 
even in the subtropics, we experience a sense of loss. 

The other equinox 
It seems to me that the autumnal equinox gets short shrift across the board. 

It’s my gut feeling that most Americans, if they are familiar with the concept of an 
equinox at all, think of the vernal equinox first. The vernal equinox is the subject of 
an enduring myth: that you can stand an egg on end on that one day and no other. 
For some reason, this story is told only about the vernal equinox. The poor old 
autumnal equinox gets virtually no traction in the American mind. I wonder why 
that is. 

My suspicion is borne out by a moment with Google’s Ngram Viewer, which 
indicates that for 200 years the vernal equinox has been mentioned about twice as 
often as its autumnal counterpart. 

The chart gets more cluttered if you throw the solstices into the mix, but it 
seems that the autumnal equinox has been the consistent underdog since the Civil 
War, at least. 

I can’t help wondering if it’s a global phenomenon. One imagines that, for 
ancient people, the vernal equinox might have held greater importance in terms 
of the agricultural cycle. Knowing when to plant seeds is crucial information. By 
contrast, knowing when to harvest can be determined simply by observing the 
plants themselves. 

I can’t help wondering what wisdom the autumnal equinox might have to offer 
us, in spite of (or perhaps even because of) its obscurity. 

Abstract vs. embodied 
Over the years I’ve amassed a collection of music related to equinoxes and 

solstices, and in so doing I’ve discovered a few things. 
First of all, “Equinox” is a popular title. John Coltrane’s jazz standard is the 

most famous, but there are many others in genres ranging from death metal to 
ambient electronica. 

Second, most equinoctial music is instrumental. Yes, there are some precious 
few songs about the equinox, but the overwhelming majority of tracks have no 
lyrics whatsoever. 

Third, it’s often impossible to determine which equinox is being referenced. 
Some compositions seem to have a seasonal feel, either a bouncy vernal character 
or a more autumnal melancholy. Some titles make the matter explicit, such as 
“Vernal Equinox” by John Hassell or “Vernal Equinox” by Can (same title, but 
entirely different compositions). There are half as many titled with some variation of 
“Autumnal Equinox,” further evidence of the disparity noted above. 

In some cases a seasonal association can be deduced from other clues. For 
example, John Coltrane was born one day before the autumnal equinox in 1926, so 
perhaps the title of his standard was chosen to invoke autumn. “Meet Me on the 
Equinox” by Death Cab for Cutie was released in early September 2014, just before 
the autumnal equinox, and the lyrical refrain of “everything ends” seems to fit 
with the fall season. However, for most compositions, the reference is completely 
ambiguous, and this ambiguity intrigues me. Perhaps musicians are intending to 
reference both equinoxes at once, to reference the idea of the equinox in the abstract, 
rather than its embodiment at a specific time of year. Note that solstice compositions 
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[editor’s note: 
Bart Everson lives 
in New Orleans but 
many years ago he lived 
in Bloomington and was 
co-host of the groundbreaking 
television series, “J&B on the Rox,” 
which aired on BCAT from 1992-1995. 
This essay is adapted from his new book, 
Spinning in Place: A Secular Humanist Embraces the 
Neo-Pagan Wheel of the Year, Frowning Cat Books]

There’s an old bridge over Bayou St. John in New Orleans, 
made from wooden planks supported by a steel frame and 
now used only for foot traffic. A Vodou ceremony is performed 
here on St. John’s Eve, just after the summer solstice, but 
recently I’ve come to associate the bridge with the autumnal 
equinox, because of a flower, of all things. 

I first noticed them a few years ago, gorgeous crimson 
spidery blooms which seemed to have sprung out of nowhere 
in mid-September, in a little planter box at the end of the 
bridge. A friend’s grandmother calls them “naked ladies,” 
because they emerge tall and proud atop leafless stalks. 

It wasn’t until several years later, as I was studying up 
on the equinoxes, that I realized these flowers are associated 
with the beginning of fall. They bloom around the time of the 
autumnal equinox. It’s a testimony to my own alienation from 
natural cycles that I noticed this not from direct observation 

or local lore 
but by reading 

about rituals of 
Japanese Buddhism 

on the internet. 
The Higan Service 

has been observed at 
both equinoxes by Japanese 

Buddhists for over a thousand years. 
It’s traditionally a time to visit graveyards and 

honor ancestors. The naked ladies which I see in New Orleans are 
called higan-bana in Japan; they are often planted in graveyards and 
usually bloom around the time of the autumnal equinox. 

Some say the flower has over 900 names in Japanese, including 
poisonous flower, fox flower, the flower of the dead, samadhi 
flower, abandoned child flower, and the flower that looks like a 
phantom. The Latin designation is Lycoris radiata, which I find 
almost as beautiful as the flowers themselves. In the American 
South they are also known by a variety of evocative epithets: red 
spider lilies, red magic lilies, surprise lilies, resurrection lilies. They 
have become for me one of the signal harbingers of autumn. 

The boy who didn’t believe in autumn  
The flower is also called the hurricane lily, which will need no 
explanation for those of us who live along the Gulf Coast. The peak 
of hurricane season comes on the tenth of September, statistically 
speaking, but the season officially runs until the first of November. 
Hurricane formation is driven by warm water in the mid-Atlantic 
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and the Gulf of Mexico, which lingers on through the phenomenon of seasonal lag. 
It’s summer’s hangover. 

Many locals take a dim view of September, the ostensible beginning of the 
fall season. September often seems like nothing more than an extension of the 
month before. August, Part II: The Revenge of the Humid. September is a sticky, sultry, 
summery month. 

Here in the subtropics, spring may be ephemeral, but autumn can be downright 
elusive. Most of the trees in New Orleans stay green year-round, so we don’t see 
much fall foliage. The Saints may be playing football, kids may be back in school, 
and rumors of fall may filter down from the north, but when you’re mopping sweat 
off your brow it can be hard to believe autumn will ever come. The equinox can 
seem like a false premise. However, there is one undeniable reality that can’t be 
missed, even at our latitude. 

I start to notice it at the very beginning of September. I rise at the same time, but 
each day it’s a little darker. Dawn slips forward through our morning routines. We 
are losing light. The days are getting shorter, as night encroaches upon day. Thus, 
even in the subtropics, we experience a sense of loss. 

The other equinox 
It seems to me that the autumnal equinox gets short shrift across the board. 

It’s my gut feeling that most Americans, if they are familiar with the concept of an 
equinox at all, think of the vernal equinox first. The vernal equinox is the subject of 
an enduring myth: that you can stand an egg on end on that one day and no other. 
For some reason, this story is told only about the vernal equinox. The poor old 
autumnal equinox gets virtually no traction in the American mind. I wonder why 
that is. 

My suspicion is borne out by a moment with Google’s Ngram Viewer, which 
indicates that for 200 years the vernal equinox has been mentioned about twice as 
often as its autumnal counterpart. 

The chart gets more cluttered if you throw the solstices into the mix, but it 
seems that the autumnal equinox has been the consistent underdog since the Civil 
War, at least. 

I can’t help wondering if it’s a global phenomenon. One imagines that, for 
ancient people, the vernal equinox might have held greater importance in terms 
of the agricultural cycle. Knowing when to plant seeds is crucial information. By 
contrast, knowing when to harvest can be determined simply by observing the 
plants themselves. 

I can’t help wondering what wisdom the autumnal equinox might have to offer 
us, in spite of (or perhaps even because of) its obscurity. 

Abstract vs. embodied 
Over the years I’ve amassed a collection of music related to equinoxes and 

solstices, and in so doing I’ve discovered a few things. 
First of all, “Equinox” is a popular title. John Coltrane’s jazz standard is the 

most famous, but there are many others in genres ranging from death metal to 
ambient electronica. 

Second, most equinoctial music is instrumental. Yes, there are some precious 
few songs about the equinox, but the overwhelming majority of tracks have no 
lyrics whatsoever. 

Third, it’s often impossible to determine which equinox is being referenced. 
Some compositions seem to have a seasonal feel, either a bouncy vernal character 
or a more autumnal melancholy. Some titles make the matter explicit, such as 
“Vernal Equinox” by John Hassell or “Vernal Equinox” by Can (same title, but 
entirely different compositions). There are half as many titled with some variation of 
“Autumnal Equinox,” further evidence of the disparity noted above. 

In some cases a seasonal association can be deduced from other clues. For 
example, John Coltrane was born one day before the autumnal equinox in 1926, so 
perhaps the title of his standard was chosen to invoke autumn. “Meet Me on the 
Equinox” by Death Cab for Cutie was released in early September 2014, just before 
the autumnal equinox, and the lyrical refrain of “everything ends” seems to fit 
with the fall season. However, for most compositions, the reference is completely 
ambiguous, and this ambiguity intrigues me. Perhaps musicians are intending to 
reference both equinoxes at once, to reference the idea of the equinox in the abstract, 
rather than its embodiment at a specific time of year. Note that solstice compositions 
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are almost 
never 
ambiguous; 
the 
reference 
to summer 
or winter is 

almost always 
quite clear. The 

solstices by their 
nature represent 

opposite extremes, 
whereas the equinoxes 

are identical, insofar as 
the celestial mechanics are 

concerned. 
It’s a precise moment that happens twice a year, when 

the equatorial plane of the earth intersects the center of the 
sun. For this moment only, the Earth’s axis will not be tilted 
one way or the other with regard to the sun. It’s easy to 
illustrate with a flashlight and any round object (a globe, an 
orange), and I’m happy to demonstrate to anyone who cares 
to pay attention. In fact I have demonstrated the concept on 
numerous occasions at a local elementary school. 

Yet the thought of a non-tilted axis has probably 
not inspired many musical 
compositions. Rather, I suspect, 
it’s the idea of day and night 
in equal balance. There’s 
something mysterious, magical, 
even mystical, inherent in that 
notion. It’s obviously a natural 
phenomenon, and taking note and 
marking it seems deeply human 
as well. Furthermore, it’s a global 
moment, which can be observed 
and celebrated by all, and it 
exists far beyond the scope of any 
government or institution. And 
since this configuration of Earth 
and Sun happens twice a year, it 
lends itself toward abstraction. 

A different kind of 
balance 

The concept of balance, 
common to both equinoxes, is 
not static but flowing. We seek 
balance as the best footing for 
our actions. This flowing sense 
of balance is embedded in the 
seasonal continuum. In the spring, 
the equinox represents a transition 
from dark to light; in the autumn 
this valence is reversed. At the 
autumnal equinox we move 
from light to dark. Attendant 
metaphors ensue. 

Perhaps that’s why this 
equinox seems like such a blind 
spot in the American imagination. 
Themes of loss and darkness don’t 
fit well with the national narrative. 

Yet there is much to celebrate, 

if we aspire to a full and comprehensive vision of what it means to 
be human on this planet. The metaphors of the equinox can work 
for us, if are open to the possibility. These metaphors only gain 
power when embodied in their seasonal context. 

As metaphors of new growth predominate at the vernal 
equinox, so harvest metaphors abound in autumn. This might be 
a time for drawing in, for gathering together. The equinox can be 
a time for reflection, for making changes and starting projects, for 
setting priorities and recognizing intentions. Glenys Livingstone 
writes of “stepping into the creative power of the abyss,”1 a 
wonderfully expressive and suitably mysterious phrase. Truly 
darkness and loss, though they present challenges, are not to be 
feared, if only we can gain adequate perspective. 

Fear and denial are fundamental responses to loss and 
encroaching darkness. There’s no sense in pretending otherwise. 
However, there is another response which may seem surprising 
and counterintuitive, though just as fundamental, and that 
is gratitude — the reciprocal of the spirit of desire which we 
celebrated at springtime. 

Methods of gratitude 
In fact this cuts both ways. Reflecting on one’s mortality can 

enhance one’s sense of gratitude, and gratitude helps us cope 
with loss. There is now abundant evidence of the many benefits of 
gratitude in the emerging field of positive psychology sciences. 

It seems to 

me that the 

autumnal 

equinox gets 

short shrift 

across the board.

Gratitude chain. 
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Most ancient wisdom traditions have 
also emphasized the importance of gratitude. 
Gratitude is like any other capacity we have: 
it grows when we exercise it regularly. So it’s 
good to be intentional about it, to set aside 
time for gratitude. 

A fun way to do this with family and 
friends is to make a gratitude chain. Cut up 
some strips of colored paper, and on each 
strip write down things for which you are 
grateful. Join the strips together to make a 
chain. Add to it daily throughout the season 
and soon you will have visible evidence of 
just how much gratitude is flowing through 
your lives. 

A craftier alternative, perhaps 
appropriate for a gathering, is to make a 
gratitude garland. Each person can bring a 
token to hang on the garland, representing a 
blessing which they wish to celebrate. As the 
garland is constructed, each person can share 
the story of their gratitude. 

Another worthwhile exercise, suitable 
also for the solitary practitioner, is drafting a 
gratitude letter. This is simply a “thank you” 
letter to someone you’ve never adequately 
thanked. It’s surprisingly powerful. Try it 
some time. 

There are other methods. Whatever you 
do, do something. A recent study by Robert 
A. Emmons and Anjali Mishra2 indicates 
that cultivating gratitude may help you 
manage stress, reduce toxic emotions and 
materialistic striving, improve self-esteem, 
enhance your ability to remember the good 
things in your life, build social resources, 
motivate moral behavior, make you more 
spiritual, help you reach your goals, and 
promote your physical health. 

I heartily recommend it. 

Objects of gratitude 
I am riding my bike to my daughter’s 

school on a warm September afternoon. It’s 
sprinkling gently though the sun is shining. 
As I ride I puzzle over an issue related to this 
essay, a philosophical snag over which I’ve 
dithered for years. 

We may feel immense gratitude for 
favors large and small done us by our fellow 
human beings, which is a truly wonderful 
thing in its own right, but what about that 
gratitude we feel for a beautiful day? For 
sunshine or rain? For the blooming of Lycoris 
radiata? What about the whole of existence? 

Gratitude is usually constructed 
as having two objects. We feel grateful 
for something, and we also feel grateful 
to someone. Note that in the standard 
formulation, this second object is typically a 
person or agent of some sort. Does it have to 
be that way? Is it correct to speak of gratitude 
to impersonal forces, or is there some other 
word for that? Does gratitude require an 
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object, or can it be sort of free-floating? 
By the time I arrive at the school, the sprinkle has 

thickened into a more substantial rain. The September sun 
is still shining brightly, however. I’m supposed to take my 
daughter to aikido class. If we ride in the rain we’ll both 
get soaked. Fortunately a friend shows up. He’s taking his 
daughter to the dojo too, so he gives my daughter a ride. 

I stand under the portico waiting for the weather to clear, 
appreciating the beauty of the raindrops sparkling in the 
sunshine. I wonder about the nature of this appreciation. It 
feels akin to gratitude, but for many years I scrupled to label 
it as such, because it wasn’t clear to me just who the object 
of this gratitude might be. I am grateful to Jameel for giving 
my daughter a ride. Am I grateful to the rain? To the sun? 
While the rest of the human race gets on with feeling grateful, 
some of us stop to wonder: To whom or to what am I feeling 
grateful? For years that question was my stopping point, my 
stumbling block. 

Since my daughter was born, however, many 
things have changed. I started to experiment 
with some things, tentatively at first, but 
in time — slowly, cautiously — with 
greater enthusiasm. I thought to 
myself: Why not? Why not give it a 
try? Why not allow myself to feel 
gratitude to the rain, to the Sun, 
to the Earth, to the Universe? 
Was it possible to experience 
gratitude to everything for 
everything? 

We began to say grace 
before dinner. “Thank you, 
Mother Earth, for the food 

that gives us life.” I started visiting a certain tree each morning 
for a brief meditative moment, and I found myself saying “thank 
you” to the tree. These practices felt good, but they had other 
consequences. The world around me began to seem more alive. An 
incipient animism was springing up in my breast. I noticed that 
many children seem to relate to the world this way. Was I that way 
once? I can’t remember. 

When the rain abates, I get on my bike and head up Moss 
Street, along the edge of Bayou St. John. That’s when it hits me. 
One of the prime functions of mythical metaphors is that they allow 
and even encourage our expressions of cosmic gratitude. That’s 
kind of the whole point. Gratitude surely is a social phenomenon 
which has evolved over millennia as part of humanity’s web of 
interdependence.3 Yet that web extends well beyond humanity 
without any clear limit. It’s only right and natural that we’d 
want to extend our social feelings to the natural world. This 
gives an emotional validity to the hard fact of our manifold 

interconnectedness and conveys many benefits besides. I 
suspect it’s “selected for,” as evolutionary biologists 

might say, but I’m speculating again. 
This may be a minor revelation but 

it comes down on me with some force, 
just as I arrive at the footbridge 

where Lycoris radiata will soon be 
making its annual appearance, 

the very place where I started 
this overlong rumination on the 
autumnal equinox. It seems 
a fitting place to stop, and to 
express my gratitude to you, 
Reader, for coming with me 
so far. 

The 

autumnal 

equinox is a 

global moment 

which can be observed 

and celebrated by 

all, and it exists far 

beyond the scope of any 

government or institution.

Lycoris radiata in bloom along Bayou St. John in New Orleans.
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event horizon

M O N D AY,  A U G U S T  2 8 T H   
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Skull Cult with Gutts; The 

Bishop; 9pm; $5
• Open Mic Comedy; Bear’s 

Place; 8pm; $3 for 1 or $5 for 2
• T U E S D AY,  A U G U S T  2 9 T H  
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Blues Jam/Cliff & Guardrails; 

Player’s Pub; 8pm; $2

• Songwriters Showcase; Bear’s 
Place; 8pm

• Drink n’ Draw; The Back Door; 
8pm

• WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 30TH
• Wednesday Evening Open 

Mic; Player’s Pub; 9pm; free
• Open Stage w/Luxe Monroe; 

The Back Door; Sign up at 10, 
Show at 11

• T H U R S D AY,  A U G U S T  3 1 S T
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Stone Parachutes; Player’s Pub
• Serengeti with Jeron Braxton; 

The Bishop; 9:30pm; $10 adv, 
$12 day of show

• Jazz Fables: Tribute to David 
Baker; Bear’s Place; 5:30pm

• Karaoke; Bear’s Place; 9pm
• F R I D AY,  S E P T E M B E R  1 S T 
• RP & the Wurlitzers; Player’s 

Pub; 5pm; free
• DJ Emily Jackson’s Birthday 

Bash; Player’s Pub; 8pm 
(donations)

• Hyryder: Grateful Dead 
Tribute; The Bluebird; 9pm; 
$10

• Sasha Velour; The Back Door; 
Meet-9pm; Show-10:30pm

• Nicole Byer; The Comedy 
Attic; 8 & 10:30pm

• Poetry Slam; The Bishop; 9pm; $5
• DJ Madds; Buskirk-Chumley 

Theater; 9pm; $40
• The Birth of Rock & Roll; 

Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 2ND  
• Fourth Street Festival of Arts 

& Crafts
• Honky Tonk/Blue Diesel 

Ramblers; Player’s Pub; 5pm
• Hairbanger’s Ball, Blue Rising; 

The Bluebird; 9pm; $7
• Uncovered Burlesque; The 

Back Door; 9pm
• Nicole Byer; The Comedy 

Attic; 8 & 10:30pm
• Heart & Soul; Brown County 

Playhouse; 7:30pm
• S U N D AY,  S E P T E M B E R  3 R D
• Fourth Street Festival of Arts 

& Crafts
• Moon King with Paradise; The 

Bishop; 8:30pm; $7
• The CanJoe Man Screening; 

Buskirk-Chumley Theater; 7pm; $5
• Dylan The Times Are Still 

A-Changin’; Brown County 
Playhouse; 2pm

• Karaoke; The Back Door; 10pm
• MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 4TH
• Open Mic Comedy; Bear’s 

Place; 8pm; $3 for 1 or $5 for 2

• TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 5TH
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Blues Jam: 1-4-5’s; Player’s 

Pub; 8pm; $2
• Songwriters Showcase; Bear’s 

Place; 8pm
• Drink n’ Draw; The Back Door; 8pm
• WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 6TH   
• Shawn Maxwell’s New 

Tomorrow (with Ron Kadish 
Quartet); Player’s Pub; 6pm; 
$10

• Wednesday Evening Open 
Mic; Player’s Pub; 9pm; free

• Advance Base with Superstar 
Cruiser & Busman’s Holiday; 
The Bishop; 9:30pm; $8

• Luxe’s Open Stage Benefit 
Night for Rhino’s Youth; The 
Back Door; 11pm

• THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 7TH   
• IU First Thursdays Festival; 

Venues around Showalter 
Plaza; 5pm; free

• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 
Pub; 6:30pm; $3

• Moonlight & Magnolias; 
Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• Jamey Aebersold Quartet; 
Bear’s Place; 5:30pm

• Karaoke; Bear’s Place; 9pm
• Free HIV, Gonorrhea, 

Chlamydia Testing; The Back 
Door; 7-10pm

• F R I D AY,  S E P T E M B E R  8 T H
• 8 Track Mind; Player’s Pub; 

8pm; $5
• Bishop Anniversary; The 

Bishop; 9:30pm; free
• Rory Block w/Austin Lucas; 

Buskirk-Chumley Theater; 
7pm; $20-$50

• Moonlight & Magnolias; 
Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• Trippin Billies-Dave Matthews 
Tribute; The Bluebird; 9pm; 
$10

• SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 9TH  
• Kade Puckett; Player’s Pub; 

5pm; free
• Arthur Murray/Dancing with 

Celebrities; Buskirk-Chumley 
Theater; 7:30pm; $25 ($10, 
children)

• Moonlight & Magnolias; 
Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 10TH
• Tuareg Purple Rain-Akounak 

Tedalat Taha Tazoughai; The 
Bishop; 7pm; free

• A Benchmark in the History of 
Nick’s English Hut Screening; 

Buskirk-Chumley; 3pm; $10
• Karaoke; The Back Door; 10pm
• MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 11TH   
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Open Mic Comedy; Bear’s 

Place; 8pm; $3 for 1 or $5 for 2
• TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 12TH
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Blues Jam/WhistleBit; Player’s 

Pub; 8pm; $2
• Songwriters Showcase; Bear’s 

Place; 8pm
• Drink n’ Draw; The Back Door; 

8pm
• WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 13TH
• Wednesday Evening Open 

Mic; Player’s Pub; 9pm; free
• Strand of Oaks (with Jason 

Anderson); The Bishop; 9:30pm; $15
• Luxe’s Open Stage; The Back 

Door; Sign up at 10, Show at 11
• THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 14TH  
• Spoken Word; Player’s Pub; 

6pm
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Sean-Patrick & the Newgrass 

Revolution; Player’s Pub; 10pm; $5
• Moonlight & Magnolias; 

Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• Indy Jazz Fest (Sept. 14-23); 
various Indianapolis venues

• Sheer Mag; The Bishop; 
9:30pm; $10 adv, $12 day of 
show

• Karaoke; Bear’s Place; 9pm
FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 15TH  
• Mike Ranard; Player’s Pub; 

5pm

Columbus Scottish Festival 
� e Columbus Scottish Festival will 
return to the Bartholomew County 
Fairgrounds on September 9 and 10. 
Entertainment includes � e Mudmen: 
Canada’s Celtic Rock Warriors. Dublin 
O’Shea, a group dedicated to preserving 
Celtic folk music, will add traditional 
pub songs. Rounding out the musical en-
tertainment section of the festival is � e 
Sprigs, who feature dazzling technique 
in their high-energy Irish-American 
dance tunes and ballads. � ere’s also a 
sheepdog demonstration. Visit 
scottishfestival.org for more info.

Carrie Newcomer’s CD release party comes to the 
BCT on September 16.

Todd Snider plays the Bluebird on 
September 16.
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• Gordon Bonham Blues Band; 
Player’s Pub; 8pm

• Hoops; The Bishop; 9:30pm; 
$12 adv, $14 day of show

• Moonlight & Magnolias; 
Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• An Evening with Steve 
Inskeep (Lecture); Buskirk-
Chumley Theater; 8pm; $24

• SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 16TH   
• Derek Hayes; Player’s Pub; 

5pm; free
• Moonlight & Magnolias; 

Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• Todd Snider; The Bluebird; 8pm; $20
• Kirk Whalum; Madame Walker 

Theatre (Indy Jazz Fest); 8pm; 
$45-$85

• Carrie Newcomer & Friends; 
Buskirk-Chumley Theater; 
8pm; $22

• SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 17TH
• The Punknecks; Player’s Pub; 

8pm
• Karaoke; The Back Door; 10pm; free
• MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 18TH  
• The Good Catholic Screening; 

Buskirk-Chumley Theater; 7:30 
pm; $8

• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 
Pub; 6:30; $3

• Mdou Moctar; The Bishop; 9pm; $10
• Open Mic Comedy; Bear’s 

Place; 8pm; $3 for 1 or $5 for 2
• TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 19TH
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Blues Jam/O2R Blues Band; 

Player’s Pub; 8pm; $2
• Rainer Marie (w/Olivia 

Neutron John); The Bishop; 
9pm; $15 adv, $17 day of show

• An Evening with George 
Saunders (Lecture): Buskirk-
Chumley Theater; 7pm; free

• Songwriters Showcase; Bear’s 
Place; 8pm

• Drink n’ Draw; The Back Door; 8pm
• WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 20TH
• Wednesday Evening Open 

Mic; Player’s Pub; 9pm; free
• Bat House; The Bishop; 8pm; 

$5 adv, $7 day of show
• The Good Catholic Screening; 

Buskirk-Chumley Theater; 7:30 
pm; $8

• Luxe’s Open Stage; The Back 
Door; Sign up at 10, Show at 11

• THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 21ST
• Pub Quiz Trivia; Player’s Pub; 

6:30pm; $3
• Boogie T., SQUNTO; The 

Bluebird; 8pm; $20
• The Good Catholic Screening; 

Buskirk-Chumley Theater; 7:30 
pm; $8

• TOPS; The Bishop; 9:30pm; $15
• Moonlight & Magnolias; 

Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• Gary Gulman; The Comedy 
Attic; 8pm

• Karaoke; Bear’s Place; 9pm
• FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 22ND
• Colonel Angus; Player’s Pub; 

5pm; free
• Gary Gulman; The Comedy 

Attic; 8 & 10:30pm
• Start-Up Mic Night; The 

Bishop; 5:30pm; free
• The Good Catholic Screening; 

Buskirk-Chumley Theater; 7:30 
pm; $8

• Huckleberry Funk; The 
Bluebird; 9pm; $2

• Moonlight & Magnolias; 
Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 23RD
• Sam Regas; Player’s Pub; 5pm
• King Bee & the Stingers; 

Player’s Pub; 8pm
• Gary Gulman; The Comedy 

Attic; 8 & 10:30pm
• Murder by Death; The 

Bluebird; 9pm; $20
• Rhiannon Giddens; Buskirk-

Chumley Theater; 8pm; $30-
$55

• Moonlight & Magnolias; 
Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

• SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 24TH   
• Elizabeth Eckert Concert; 

Brown County Playhouse; 2pm

• Karaoke; The Back Door; 
10pm; free

• MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 25TH
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Hoan; The Bishop; 9pm; $7
• Open Mic Comedy; Bear’s 

Place; 8pm; $3 for 1 or $5 for 2
• TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 26TH   
• Pub Quiz Team Trivia; Player’s 

Pub; 6:30pm; $3
• Blues Jam/Jack Whittle Band; 

Player’s Pub; 8pm; $2
• Pile; The Bishop; 9pm; $10 adv, 

$12 day of show
• A Si; Buskirk-Chumley 

Theater; 8pm; $35-$65
• Songwriters Showcase; Bear’s 

Place; 8pm
• Drink n’ Draw; The Back Door; 8pm
• WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 27TH
• Stardusters Big Band; Player’s 

Pub; 6pm; $7
• Wednesday Evening Open 

Mic; Player’s Pub; 9pm; free
• (Sandy) Alex G; The Bishop; 

8:30pm; $14 adv, $17 day of 
show

• Luxe’s Open Stage; The Back 
Door; Sign up at 10, Show at 11

• THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 28TH
• Lotus Festival Kick-Off 

Concert: Väsen; Buskirk-
Chumley Theater; 7pm; $18-
$23

• Jason & Gibson Wells with 
Brandon Pfieffer; Player’s Pub; 
6pm; $5

• CAAMP; The Bishop; 9:30 pm; 
$10 adv, $12 day of show

• Karaoke; Bear’s Place; 9pm
• FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 29TH  
• Lotus Festival Arts Village (6th 

Street/Walnut); 6pm; free
• Lotus Festival Friday 

Showcases; downtown; 
6:15pm; $36-$72

• Pre-Lotus Happy Hour with 
Salaam; Player’s Pub; 5pm; free

• Soul Street; Player’s Pub; 8pm; $8
• Alex Cameron; The 

Blockhouse; 9pm; $23
• Saved by the 90s; The 

Bluebird; 9pm; $8
• Jazz on the Avenue; Madame 

Walker Theatre; 6pm; $10
• Heart & Soul; Brown County 

Playhouse; 7:30pm
• SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 30TH
• Lotus in the Park; Waldron, 

Hill, & Buskirk Park; 12pm; 
free

• Lotus Festival Arts Village (6th 
Street/Walnut); 6pm; free

• Lotus Festival Saturday 
Showcases; downtown; 6pm; 
$40-$72

• Lotus Festival Parade; 
downtown; 8:30pm

• Pushing Daisies;  Player’s Pub; 
5pm

• Palehound; The Bishop; 9pm; 
$10 adv, $12 day of show

• The Birth of Rock & Roll; 
Brown County Playhouse; 
7:30pm

•  
S U N D AY,  O C T O B E R  1              
• Lotus World Spirit Concert; 

Buskirk-Chumley Theater; 
3:00pm; $5

• John Cleese; IU Auditorium; 
3pm; $57+

• Proto Idiot/The Hipshakes; 
The Bishop; 9pm; $7

• Karaoke; The Back Door; 
10pm; free 

• M O N D AY,  O C T O B E R  2          
• Meat Loaf Monday w/Tyce 

(Meat Loaf cover band); The 
Back Door; 8pm; $4

• Open Mic Comedy; Bear’s 
Place; 8pm; $3 for 1 or $5 for 2

event horizon

Emily Jackson’s birthday party rocks Player’s 
Pub on September 1.

Carrie Newcomer’s CD release party comes to the 
BCT on September 16.

Swedish band Väsen kicks o�  the 2017 Lotus Festival at the BCT on September 28.
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[editor’s note: James Naremore is Chancellors’ Professor of 
Communication and Culture, English, and Comparative Literature 
at Indiana University. He has published acclaimed books on the 
films of Stanley Kubrick, Orson Welles and Alfred Hitchcock. What 
follows is an excerpt from his forthcoming book, Charles Burnett: 
A Cinema of Symbolic Knowledge (University of California 
Press), which is the first to be written about Burnett. “I aimed for 
comprehensiveness,” he explains, “and because many of his films are 
difficult to see, I tried not only to give them the critical attention they 
deserve but also to describe them in detail for those viewers who may 
be unfamiliar with them.”] 

Author’s introduction: Charles Burnett, one of America’s 
most important yet least widely known filmmakers, was born 
in Mississippi in 1947, but his family soon took part in the 
post-war Southern Black diaspora, settling in the Watts area of 
Los Angeles. After attending Los Angeles Community College, 
Burnett entered UCLA, where he became the leading figure 
in a relatively short-lived film movement known as “the L.A. 
Rebellion.” His MFA thesis, the 16mm Killer of Sheep, (filmed 
1973-75, exhibited 1977), was shot on weekends with locals 
in Watts and is arguably the greatest student film ever made: 
it’s listed as one of the 100 essential pictures by the National 

Society of Film Critics, and was one of the first motion pictures 
to be officially designated a National Treasure by the Library of 
Congress. 

Among the reasons why Burnett’s subsequent career hasn’t 
achieved larger public attention is that his films grow out of his 
experience as a working-class Black, and he doesn’t traffic in sex, 
violence, or glamor. In thematic terms, he has more in common 
with a playwright like August Wilson than with Spike Lee. There’s 
nothing obscure or arty about his work (some of his pictures are 
straightforward history lessons aimed at kids), but he isn’t the kind 
of director who appeals to your average Hollywood producer. An 
authentic independent, he has great integrity and has been faced 
with all the disadvantages and disappointments such a position 
entails. But no filmmaker has a better record of showing why Black 
Lives Matter. Among his important films for the big screen and 
TV are To Sleep with Anger (1990, a masterpiece about generational 
conflict within a Black family, unavailable on American DVD for 
decades), The Glass Shield (1994, about police violence and murder 
of Blacks in Los Angeles), Nightjohn (1996, about Southern slavery, 
told from the point of view of a child), Nat Turner: A Troublesome 
Property (2003, about the Turner rebellion, and in my view the best 
treatment of the subject in any medium), and Warming by the Devil’s 
Fire (2003, about blues music, discussed below).

By James Naremore

God and 

the Devil, 

like 

gospel 

and 

blues, 

are 

never 

far 

apart in 

Charles 

Burnett’s 

film
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[editor’s note: James Naremore is Chancellors’ Professor of 
Communication and Culture, English, and Comparative Literature 
at Indiana University. He has published acclaimed books on the 
films of Stanley Kubrick, Orson Welles and Alfred Hitchcock. What 
follows is an excerpt from his forthcoming book, Charles Burnett: 
A Cinema of Symbolic Knowledge (University of California 
Press), which is the first to be written about Burnett. “I aimed for 
comprehensiveness,” he explains, “and because many of his films are 
difficult to see, I tried not only to give them the critical attention they 
deserve but also to describe them in detail for those viewers who may 
be unfamiliar with them.”] 

Author’s introduction: Charles Burnett, one of America’s 
most important yet least widely known filmmakers, was born 
in Mississippi in 1947, but his family soon took part in the 
post-war Southern Black diaspora, settling in the Watts area of 
Los Angeles. After attending Los Angeles Community College, 
Burnett entered UCLA, where he became the leading figure 
in a relatively short-lived film movement known as “the L.A. 
Rebellion.” His MFA thesis, the 16mm Killer of Sheep, (filmed 
1973-75, exhibited 1977), was shot on weekends with locals 
in Watts and is arguably the greatest student film ever made: 
it’s listed as one of the 100 essential pictures by the National 

Society of Film Critics, and was one of the first motion pictures 
to be officially designated a National Treasure by the Library of 
Congress. 

Among the reasons why Burnett’s subsequent career hasn’t 
achieved larger public attention is that his films grow out of his 
experience as a working-class Black, and he doesn’t traffic in sex, 
violence, or glamor. In thematic terms, he has more in common 
with a playwright like August Wilson than with Spike Lee. There’s 
nothing obscure or arty about his work (some of his pictures are 
straightforward history lessons aimed at kids), but he isn’t the kind 
of director who appeals to your average Hollywood producer. An 
authentic independent, he has great integrity and has been faced 
with all the disadvantages and disappointments such a position 
entails. But no filmmaker has a better record of showing why Black 
Lives Matter. Among his important films for the big screen and 
TV are To Sleep with Anger (1990, a masterpiece about generational 
conflict within a Black family, unavailable on American DVD for 
decades), The Glass Shield (1994, about police violence and murder 
of Blacks in Los Angeles), Nightjohn (1996, about Southern slavery, 
told from the point of view of a child), Nat Turner: A Troublesome 
Property (2003, about the Turner rebellion, and in my view the best 
treatment of the subject in any medium), and Warming by the Devil’s 
Fire (2003, about blues music, discussed below).

By James Naremore
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Charles Burnett’s Warming by the Devil’s Fire was the fourth 
in a series of seven PBS-TV films about blues music which were 
executive-produced by Martin Scorsese and directed by Burnett, 
Scorsese, Wim Wenders, Richard Pearce, Marc Levin, Mike Figgis, 
and Clint Eastwood. Burnett and Wenders took unorthodox 
approaches to the project by incorporating fictional elements into 
their films, but Burnett went further than Wenders, creating a 
fully developed fictional narrative interwoven with impressively 
selected archival footage. An early, extraordinary example of such 
footage is an archival clip of the black “Washboard Street Band,” 
composed of musicians playing washboard, a toy trumpet, and 
tin cans, and a small boy dancer in a derby who performs a sort 
of proto-break dance. There are also documentary images of hard 
labor and lynching. 

Of all the directors involved, Burnett had the most intimate 
experience of the blues, and he wanted to make a film with a blues-
like form, less about the technical aspects of the music than about 
the culture and feelings out of which it emerged. Warming by the 
Devil’s Fire is miles better than any of the other films in the series. 
As Bruce Jackson has said in a fine essay, the narrative structure 
is loose and episodic, “at heart it is lyrical, like the blues” (“On 
Charles Burnett’s Warming by the Devil’s Fire, www.counterpunch.
org/2003/10/11). It’s also Burnett’s most autobiographical picture, 
mixing humor and history with the sad, sexual, sometimes raucous 
emotions of an old but still influential American art.

Burnett has often told the story of growing up in Watts to 
the sounds of his grandmother’s gospel records and his mother’s 
blues records. When he was a boy he sang spirituals in church and 
the first tune he played on his trumpet was W. C. Handy’s “St. 
Louis Blues.” It wasn’t until he reached adulthood that he realized 
how important both kinds of music had been, and they clearly 
influenced many of his films. At a deep level, he understood that 
the two musical forms were symptomatic of a conflict between 
the strictures of fundamentalist religion represented by his 
grandmother and the sadness, sex, and rebellion represented by 
his mother. This conflict is apparent in the very title of Warming by 
the Devil’s Fire, which suggests a guilty pleasure. At one point in 
the film we’re given the source of the title: we see old documentary 
footage of a southern black church service and hear the voice of 
a preacher admonishing his congregation to avoid their sinful 
pleasures, all of which, he says, are described in the 14th chapter 
of Luke as “warming by the devil’s fire.” (I asked Burnett where 
he found the recording of this sermon, and he couldn’t recall; my 
guess is that it’s a 1928 record by the Reverend Johnnie “Son of 
Thunder” Blakey.) As Burnett explained to interviewers, his film is 
an exploration of a partly forbidden art that had a complex impact 
on his upbringing: “I wanted to take more of a personal approach. 
I wanted to express my experience with the moral issues you might 
face growing up in a family that was divided on what is sin.” 

Burnett’s grandmother and mother were the chief 
representatives of that division, but he also had two uncles who 
were opposites--a preacher in Mississippi who “believed in every 
word in the Bible” and an adventurous merchant seaman who “got 
along great” with his mother. The oppositions or dialectic within 
the family ultimately enabled him to see that spirituals and blues 
have a paradoxical relationship. “[I]f you really listen to the lyrics 
of some songs,” he has said, “you can see why [blues music] is 
not appropriate for children. There are images of low life, hard 
drinking. You had the church trying to get you up from the gutter 
and here you are singing [the gutter’s] praise.” At the same time, 
there were blues songs “that make a profound observation about 
life. They are lessons in life . . . case studies of people who loved 
and failed, of people who were wronged and who died in fights. . . 
. Blues has a survival component that gives you a better perspective 
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of life at an early age than any first 
year of school, I believe. It teaches 
lessons. So do folk tales. . . . a lot of 
blues singers came from the church 
and a lot of blues singers towards the 
end of their lives went back to the 
church.” 

Burnett’s interest in the blues 
was inseparably linked to his 
fascination with the South, where 
both his family’s religion and 
the blues originated. He was an 
infant when he and his parents left 
Vicksburg, Mississippi for California, 
but during the 1950s, when he 
was ten or eleven years old, his 
grandmother put him and his brother 
on a train from LA to Vicksburg 
so they could visit their southern 
relatives and make contact with 
old-time religion. In an interview 
presented as an “extra” on the DVD 
of Warming by the Devil’s Fire, he 
recalls that the train made a stop 
in New Orleans, where he and his 
brother had a traumatic encounter 
with southern-style segregation. At 
the station was a play room for white kids, and while waiting 
for a change of trains the two boys innocently wandered 
inside to look at the various toys. Suddenly everyone in the 
room exited and the place was surrounded by cops. The boys 
weren’t arrested, but they were shaken and extremely cautious 
when they finally arrived in Vicksburg. 

Burnett’s memories of that visit had largely to do with 
the climate and unfamiliar aspects of southern poverty: 
stifling heat, humidity-laden air, and country out-houses that 
attracted rats and dirt-daubers (wasp-like insects that build 
ping-pong ball or even baseball-sized nests of mud). In his 
DVD commentary for Warming by the Devil’s Fire, he remarks, 
“When you’re a city boy it’s hard to go back to those things.” 
He understood why many of the people he knew, including his 
mother, never wanted to return to the South; but the history 
and music of the South continued to exert a mysterious, 
romantic attraction. In the eighties he returned to the area 
around Vicksburg to research a documentary that he never 
made, and during that visit he began to learn more about blues 
musicians.

Warming by the Devil’s Fire is inspired by Burnett’s visits 
to Vicksburg, but it also draws on his considerable knowledge 
of blues history. Set in the mid-1950s, it tells the story of an 
eleven-year-old boy named Junior (Nathaniel Lee, Jr.) whose 
family sends him by train to New Orleans, where, because 
his relatives don’t want him to ride a Jim-Crow train to 
Mississippi, he’s met by his Uncle Buddy (Tommy Redmond 
Hicks) and driven to Vicksburg in Buddy’s shiny Chevrolet. 
Buddy is a blues aficionado, but also a dapper rapscallion and 
ladies’ man who is disapproved of by the rest of the family; 
they openly wonder why he hasn’t been sent to prison, killed 
in a fight, or lynched. In the course of the film he takes charge 
of Junior’s visit, keeping him from the rest of the family and 
acquainting him with southern history and the lessons of life 
that blues music has to offer. All this is narrated off screen 
from the retrospective point of view of Junior as an adult 
(voiced by Carl Lumbly). Both of the principle actors in the 

story are charming and impressive, 
almost like a comedy duo: Nathaniel 
Lee, Jr. maintains a stone-faced 
expression, occasionally frowning in 
bewilderment but quietly absorbing 
the strange new world in which he 
finds himself; and Tommy Redmond 
Hicks talks non-stop, behaving like 
an exuberant force of nature who is 
passionate about the history of blues 
and fond of his nephew.

The fictional parts of Warming by 
the Devil’s Fire were photographed in 
color by John Demps, who became 
Burnett’s most frequent DP, on 
locations in New Orleans, Vicksburg, 
and Gulfport, Mississippi. Burnett 
was disappointed by the fact that 
he was unable to shoot in high 
summer, but the film’s autumnal 
landscapes have a quiet beauty 
and are free of the cheap, gaudy, 
corporate chain stores that infest 
poor towns in today’s America. Most 
of the documentary footage of blues 
musicians is in black and white, and 
Burnett occasionally segues from that 

footage into fiction by printing the opening moments of the color 
fiction sequences in black and white. Near the beginning of the 
film, after a grim montage of old newsreels and photos of southern 
black labor and lynching of blacks, a color fade takes us from 
archival footage of blacks exiting a New Orleans train to a shot of 
Junior alone with his suitcase in front of the station. He’s neatly 
dressed in a 50s-style coat and tie, looking like a polite boy on his 
way to church. Buddy soon arrives, wearing a sporty cap and two-
toned shoes. He gives Junior a warm welcome, ushers him into 
a sparkling, almost new Chevy, and takes him on a quick guided 
tour of New Orleans before they depart for Vicksburg.

First they stop on Basin Street, which Buddy explains 
was once the location of the Storyville red-light district, later 
immortalized in Louis Armstrong’s 1929 recording of “Basin 
Street Blues.” “In those days you didn’t need much money to have 
fun,” Buddy says. (Burnett cuts to old photographs and snippets 
of Armstrong’s music.) Then they stop at Congo Square, located 
inside what is now Louis Armstrong Park. As we can tell from 
Buddy’s enraptured speech, this is holy ground for anyone who 
regards blues and jazz as America’s truly indigenous art forms. 
Dating far back into colonial times, Congo Square was originally a 
place where enslaved blacks were allowed to congregate on their 
Sundays off—not for church, but for market, music, and dance 
from Africa and the Caribbean. It was closed before the Civil 
War but reopened afterward, when it became a gathering place 
for Creoles and a source of 
the brass-band rhythms still 
associated with New Orleans. 
(Burnett cuts to old footage 
of the Eureka Brass Band in 
a funeral parade through 
the nearby Treme district, 
playing “Just a Closer Walk 
with Thee.”) Its original name 
wasn’t officially restored 
until 2011, long after Buddy 
supposedly makes his speech 
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film isn’t simply an 
archive of great blues 
performances (though 
it is that) but also a 
meditation on black 
experience.

Charles Burnett
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and even after Burnett made the film, but 
lovers of blues have always known its 
importance.

The film proceeds by this method, 
allowing Buddy to teach Junior blues history 
and initiate him into an adult world, and 
giving Burnett the opportunity to show 
footage of musicians and the life that shaped 
them. One of the great virtues of Warming by 
the Devil’s Fire is that it says comparatively 
little about formal or technical aspects of 
the blues (which, at least on the surface, are 
relatively simple) and doesn’t try to define 
the term; instead it does something better, 
showing how musicians described the 
blues and giving a clear sense of the trials, 
tribulations, and profane pleasures that were 
its emotional sources. 

The film isn’t simply an archive of 
great blues performances (though it is that) 
but also a meditation on black experience. 
It concentrates mainly on the harsh Delta 
blues that extended from Tennessee down 
to Mississippi and Louisiana, and without 
explicitly saying so it gives us subgenres of 
this music, all of them dealing with forms of 
trouble or desire. One kind has to do with the 
pains of sexual love. After playing “Death 
Letter Blues,” a song about a man who gets a 
letter announcing “The gal you love is dead,” 
Sun House (1902-1988) tells an interviewer 
that “Blues is not a plaything like people 
today think . . . Ain’t but one kind of blues, 
and that’s between male and female that’s 
in love . . . Sometimes that kind of blues 
will make you even kill one another. It goes 
here [slaps his chest over his heart].” But 
there’s another kind about the cruelty of the 
southern treatment of blacks. W. C. Handy 
(1873-1958) says that “When they speak of 
the blues . . . we must talk of Joe Turner.” 
Handy’s song about Turner (“They tell me 
Joe Turner’s come and gone, got my man 
and gone”) concerns a real-life character who 
lured Memphis black men into crap games 
and high-jacked them for deep-South chain 
gangs, where they provided free labor. 

Some blues are quasi-work songs, such 
as Mississippi John Hurt’s “Spike Driver 
Blues,” which Burnett accompanies with 
powerful footage of black labor--men using 
steel bars as levers to rhythmically nudge 
an entire railroad track from one position to 
another; a row of five men in prison stripes 
standing close together and digging a trench 
by swinging pick axes in unison, the man 
in the middle flipping his axe in the air on 
the upswing and catching the handle for the 
downswing. Other blues are about weariness 
and soulful longing to be elsewhere. After 
playing “Nervous Blues,” bassist Willie 
Dixon (born in Vicksburg in 1915, died 1992) 
talks to his jazz quartet about the meaning 
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and even after Burnett made the film, but 
lovers of blues have always known its 
importance.

The film proceeds by this method, 
allowing Buddy to teach Junior blues history 
and initiate him into an adult world, and 
giving Burnett the opportunity to show 
footage of musicians and the life that shaped 
them. One of the great virtues of Warming by 
the Devil’s Fire is that it says comparatively 
little about formal or technical aspects of 
the blues (which, at least on the surface, are 
relatively simple) and doesn’t try to define 
the term; instead it does something better, 
showing how musicians described the 
blues and giving a clear sense of the trials, 
tribulations, and profane pleasures that were 
its emotional sources. 

The film isn’t simply an archive of 
great blues performances (though it is that) 
but also a meditation on black experience. 
It concentrates mainly on the harsh Delta 
blues that extended from Tennessee down 
to Mississippi and Louisiana, and without 
explicitly saying so it gives us subgenres of 
this music, all of them dealing with forms of 
trouble or desire. One kind has to do with the 
pains of sexual love. After playing “Death 
Letter Blues,” a song about a man who gets a 
letter announcing “The gal you love is dead,” 
Sun House (1902-1988) tells an interviewer 
that “Blues is not a plaything like people 
today think . . . Ain’t but one kind of blues, 
and that’s between male and female that’s 
in love . . . Sometimes that kind of blues 
will make you even kill one another. It goes 
here [slaps his chest over his heart].” But 
there’s another kind about the cruelty of the 
southern treatment of blacks. W. C. Handy 
(1873-1958) says that “When they speak of 
the blues . . . we must talk of Joe Turner.” 
Handy’s song about Turner (“They tell me 
Joe Turner’s come and gone, got my man 
and gone”) concerns a real-life character who 
lured Memphis black men into crap games 
and high-jacked them for deep-South chain 
gangs, where they provided free labor. 

Some blues are quasi-work songs, such 
as Mississippi John Hurt’s “Spike Driver 
Blues,” which Burnett accompanies with 
powerful footage of black labor--men using 
steel bars as levers to rhythmically nudge 
an entire railroad track from one position to 
another; a row of five men in prison stripes 
standing close together and digging a trench 
by swinging pick axes in unison, the man 
in the middle flipping his axe in the air on 
the upswing and catching the handle for the 
downswing. Other blues are about weariness 
and soulful longing to be elsewhere. After 
playing “Nervous Blues,” bassist Willie 
Dixon (born in Vicksburg in 1915, died 1992) 
talks to his jazz quartet about the meaning 
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of the blues: “Everybody have the blues . . . but 
everybody’s blues aren’t exactly the same. The blues 
is the truth. If it’s not the truth it’s not the blues. I 
remember down South, be on the plantation . . . and 
you would hear a guy get up early in the morning 
and unconsciously he’s [singing blues] about his 
condition and [wishing] he was some other place . . . 
down the road.” Still other blues, as with “Lonesome Road” by 
Lightnin’ Hopkins (1912-1982), are about a deep loneliness and 
wish to make contact with loved ones. We’re given an example 
of these feelings when Buddy drives Junior down the Natchez 
Trace (a location Burnett wasn’t able to photograph) and they 
pass an old man trudging down the empty road who turns 
down the offer of a ride. Buddy explains that the old man is 
lost in thought, making one of his long, periodic journeys from 
northern Mississippi to Parchment Prison to see his son, who 
for some reason never talks to him.

Parchment Prison was a source of blues music, as was 
Dockery Plantation, where blacks labored hard to pick 
cotton. Burnett shows documentary footage of the harvest 
at Dockery, and viewers of this footage can understand an 
observation Buddy makes when he takes Junior to Gulfport 
to view the Gulf of Mexico. Looking out at the vast, gray 
water and cloudy sky, Buddy seems relieved at the sight, just 
as Burnett’s seafaring uncle probably was: “You can’t pick 
damn cotton on the ocean,” he says. The film makes very clear 
how much the blues can be related to backbreaking work on 
the land or to long hours of menial domestic labor. Standing 
on ground near the Mississippi river, Buddy tells Junior 
about the 1927 Mississippi flood, the most destructive in US 
history; he doesn’t give statistics, but it left 27,000 square miles 
under water, in some places up to thirty feet, and displaced 
almost a quarter million African-Americans from the lower 
Delta. (Burnett’s grandmother, who experienced that flood, 
often talked about it.) We see documentary evidence of the 
devastation it wrought, and Buddy explains that black workers 
did a great deal of the labor needed to stem the floodtide. 
Archival scenes show black men in prison stripes trucked to 
work and trucked back in a windowless iron trailer with air-
holes on its sides. With help from the Federal government, 
blacks also worked to construct the world’s largest system of 
levees along the river, but they got little reward. 

Given this environment, it’s both understandable and 
amazing that nearly all the great blues musicians were self-
taught. On the level of domestic labor, one of the most striking 
moments in the film, and one of the longest, is a documentary 
interview with the aged blues singer-guitarist Elisabeth Cotton 

(1895-1958), who, after singing “Freight Train” in a weak but 
beautiful voice, tells the story of how she acquired a guitar. When 
she was a very young woman, she went to white homes asking 
for domestic work. One lady invited her in and asked what she 
could do. Cotton proudly listed all her skills: cooking; setting a 
table; cleaning house; doing laundry; bringing firewood inside; 
bathing and looking after the lady’s children; etc. The lady hired 
her at seventy-five cents a month. After a year, the lady was so 
satisfied that she raised the pay to a dollar. Cotton gave the money 
to her mother, who months later bought her a guitar out of a Sears-
Roebuck catalog. She smiles when she remembers that she couldn’t 
keep her hands off the instrument and almost drove her mother 
crazy learning to play it.

Of course blues music wasn’t entirely about the woes of life. 
“With blues,” Buddy says to Junior, “you either laughed or cried.” 
A good deal of it, in fact, was about what the church called sin. We 
get a sense of this when Buddy takes Junior home with him to his 
tiny house, which looks like a blues museum. (In his commentary 
on the DVD, Burnett says that most of the old blues musicians, 
even the famous ones, lived in humble places like this, stacked 
with records and decorated with rare posters and photos; he also 
praises his production designer, Liba Daniels, for transforming an 
abandoned shack with very little money.) At night, Junior shares 
the narrow bed with Buddy, the two lying at opposite ends so 
that Junior’s head is at Buddy’s feet. Junior can’t sleep because 
when Buddy isn’t moving his toes to unheard music he suddenly 
jumps up and has a desire to put another record on the player. In 
the morning, Junior has his first experience of the horrors of the 
outhouse, made worse because the door won’t stay shut (there’s 
a blues poster on the inside of the door for convenient reading, 
and part of a broken 78rpm record on the wall). He finds a cat-
gut string tacked to a post near the front door and strums it for a 
moment. 

In the house, Buddy becomes Junior’s teacher. He shows 
the “cut and run” razor he keeps with him in case of trouble and 
begins playing records to exemplify the history of blues. This gives 
Burnett an opportunity to show archival footage of the people 
Buddy mentions. Buddy starts the day, as he does every day, by 
almost prayerfully listening to Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s “Precious 
Memories.” (Tharpe [1915-1973] was a singer of both blues and 
gospels; her rendition of “Precious Memories” was used for the 
opening of To Sleep with Anger). He then segues into a discussion 
of women artists, who were in great demand during the 1920s, 
before the recording industry began to dictate what could be heard.  
“So many women called themselves Smith,” Buddy says, among 
them Mamie Smith (1883-1946), the first woman to record blues, 
and of course Bessie Smith (1894-1937), featured in a clip Burnett 
shows us from the sixteen-minute film “St. Louis Blues” (1929). A 
montage of other female singers and songs features Ma Rainey’s 
“I Feel so Sad” (Rainey [1886-1939], the narrator tells us, was a 
successful stage performer who didn’t play juke joints and who 
worked with such musicians as Louis Armstrong; she was also 
a writer of songs with lesbian themes), “Four Day Creep” by Ida 

Burnett’s interest in the blues was inseparably linked 
to his fascination with the South. In the 1950s, when 

he was ten years old, his grandmother put him and his brother 
on a train from LA to Vicksburg so they could visit their 

southern relatives and make contact with old-time religion.
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Cox (1896-1967), and a cover of “I Don’t Hurt 
Anymore” by Dinah Washington (1924-63). 
Buddy enthusiastically comments, “Those 
were some mean women, boy!” To reinforce 
his point, he plays a record by Lucille 
Bogan (1897-1948) and we hear a bit of the 
lyrics: “I got nipples on my titties big as my 
thumbs.” Suddenly realizing this might be 
inappropriate, he stops the record. The adult 
Junior’s narrating voice informs us that he 
decided to pretend he didn’t hear the words; 
Lucille Bogan, he says, had recordings that 
“would make the Marquis de Sade blush.” 
He adds that as a result of listening to blues, 
“I learned a lot about body parts.”

Buddy is obviously a man who loves 
women and makes no secret of the fact. Soon 
after playing the records, he visits a lady 
friend’s shot-gun house and introduces her 
to Junior. “This is Peaches,” he says, “one 
of the finest women God let walk on this 
earth.” He and Peaches cozy up and head 
off to the bedroom, backed by the music 
of Sonny Boy Williamson. (Williamson 
[1914-1948], the narrator explains, was the 
star of the “King Biscuit” radio show who 
was later killed in Chicago; we also see a 
clip of another, equally talented harmonica 
player [1912-1965] who somehow got 
away with appropriating Williamson’s full 
name.). Sullen, troubled, and beginning 
to disapprove of Buddy, Junior wanders 
outside. He gets in Buddy’s car and pretends 
to drive, then explores the neighborhood, 
coming upon a small church atop a hill. 
This discovery may seem implausibly 
symbolic, coming as it does on the heels 
of Junior’s increased uneasiness about 
Buddy’s sinfulness; but God and the Devil, 
like gospel and blues, are never far apart in 
this film, nor in back-country Mississippi. 
Junior goes into the empty church, which 
has a pulpit, pews, and a tapestry of the last 
supper (in his DVD commentary, Burnett 
says that the church was long abandoned 
and had to be fumigated for wasps before 
it could be decorated). Sitting on one of the 
pews, he experiences ghostly memories 
of churchgoing and seems to hear voices 
singing (“Things I used to do I don’t do any 
more”) and a preacher’s sermon, illustrated 
for us by old documentary footage.

When Junior and Buddy resume their 
drive, Junior pointedly asks about his 
other relatives in Vicksburg, whom he still 
hasn’t seen. Buddy ignores the question 
and resumes his lessons in blues history 
by commenting on the large number of 
singers who were blind, among them Blind 
Lemon Jefferson (1893-1929), Blind Blake 
(1896-1934), Blind Willie Johnson (1897-1945) 
and Ray Charles (1930-2004). But Junior 
looks unhappy. Sensing this, Buddy tries to 
cheer the boy up. “Let’s go see a movie!” he 
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of the blues: “Everybody have the blues . . . but 
everybody’s blues aren’t exactly the same. The blues 
is the truth. If it’s not the truth it’s not the blues. I 
remember down South, be on the plantation . . . and 
you would hear a guy get up early in the morning 
and unconsciously he’s [singing blues] about his 
condition and [wishing] he was some other place . . . 
down the road.” Still other blues, as with “Lonesome Road” by 
Lightnin’ Hopkins (1912-1982), are about a deep loneliness and 
wish to make contact with loved ones. We’re given an example 
of these feelings when Buddy drives Junior down the Natchez 
Trace (a location Burnett wasn’t able to photograph) and they 
pass an old man trudging down the empty road who turns 
down the offer of a ride. Buddy explains that the old man is 
lost in thought, making one of his long, periodic journeys from 
northern Mississippi to Parchment Prison to see his son, who 
for some reason never talks to him.

Parchment Prison was a source of blues music, as was 
Dockery Plantation, where blacks labored hard to pick 
cotton. Burnett shows documentary footage of the harvest 
at Dockery, and viewers of this footage can understand an 
observation Buddy makes when he takes Junior to Gulfport 
to view the Gulf of Mexico. Looking out at the vast, gray 
water and cloudy sky, Buddy seems relieved at the sight, just 
as Burnett’s seafaring uncle probably was: “You can’t pick 
damn cotton on the ocean,” he says. The film makes very clear 
how much the blues can be related to backbreaking work on 
the land or to long hours of menial domestic labor. Standing 
on ground near the Mississippi river, Buddy tells Junior 
about the 1927 Mississippi flood, the most destructive in US 
history; he doesn’t give statistics, but it left 27,000 square miles 
under water, in some places up to thirty feet, and displaced 
almost a quarter million African-Americans from the lower 
Delta. (Burnett’s grandmother, who experienced that flood, 
often talked about it.) We see documentary evidence of the 
devastation it wrought, and Buddy explains that black workers 
did a great deal of the labor needed to stem the floodtide. 
Archival scenes show black men in prison stripes trucked to 
work and trucked back in a windowless iron trailer with air-
holes on its sides. With help from the Federal government, 
blacks also worked to construct the world’s largest system of 
levees along the river, but they got little reward. 

Given this environment, it’s both understandable and 
amazing that nearly all the great blues musicians were self-
taught. On the level of domestic labor, one of the most striking 
moments in the film, and one of the longest, is a documentary 
interview with the aged blues singer-guitarist Elisabeth Cotton 

(1895-1958), who, after singing “Freight Train” in a weak but 
beautiful voice, tells the story of how she acquired a guitar. When 
she was a very young woman, she went to white homes asking 
for domestic work. One lady invited her in and asked what she 
could do. Cotton proudly listed all her skills: cooking; setting a 
table; cleaning house; doing laundry; bringing firewood inside; 
bathing and looking after the lady’s children; etc. The lady hired 
her at seventy-five cents a month. After a year, the lady was so 
satisfied that she raised the pay to a dollar. Cotton gave the money 
to her mother, who months later bought her a guitar out of a Sears-
Roebuck catalog. She smiles when she remembers that she couldn’t 
keep her hands off the instrument and almost drove her mother 
crazy learning to play it.

Of course blues music wasn’t entirely about the woes of life. 
“With blues,” Buddy says to Junior, “you either laughed or cried.” 
A good deal of it, in fact, was about what the church called sin. We 
get a sense of this when Buddy takes Junior home with him to his 
tiny house, which looks like a blues museum. (In his commentary 
on the DVD, Burnett says that most of the old blues musicians, 
even the famous ones, lived in humble places like this, stacked 
with records and decorated with rare posters and photos; he also 
praises his production designer, Liba Daniels, for transforming an 
abandoned shack with very little money.) At night, Junior shares 
the narrow bed with Buddy, the two lying at opposite ends so 
that Junior’s head is at Buddy’s feet. Junior can’t sleep because 
when Buddy isn’t moving his toes to unheard music he suddenly 
jumps up and has a desire to put another record on the player. In 
the morning, Junior has his first experience of the horrors of the 
outhouse, made worse because the door won’t stay shut (there’s 
a blues poster on the inside of the door for convenient reading, 
and part of a broken 78rpm record on the wall). He finds a cat-
gut string tacked to a post near the front door and strums it for a 
moment. 

In the house, Buddy becomes Junior’s teacher. He shows 
the “cut and run” razor he keeps with him in case of trouble and 
begins playing records to exemplify the history of blues. This gives 
Burnett an opportunity to show archival footage of the people 
Buddy mentions. Buddy starts the day, as he does every day, by 
almost prayerfully listening to Sister Rosetta Tharpe’s “Precious 
Memories.” (Tharpe [1915-1973] was a singer of both blues and 
gospels; her rendition of “Precious Memories” was used for the 
opening of To Sleep with Anger). He then segues into a discussion 
of women artists, who were in great demand during the 1920s, 
before the recording industry began to dictate what could be heard.  
“So many women called themselves Smith,” Buddy says, among 
them Mamie Smith (1883-1946), the first woman to record blues, 
and of course Bessie Smith (1894-1937), featured in a clip Burnett 
shows us from the sixteen-minute film “St. Louis Blues” (1929). A 
montage of other female singers and songs features Ma Rainey’s 
“I Feel so Sad” (Rainey [1886-1939], the narrator tells us, was a 
successful stage performer who didn’t play juke joints and who 
worked with such musicians as Louis Armstrong; she was also 
a writer of songs with lesbian themes), “Four Day Creep” by Ida 

Burnett’s interest in the blues was inseparably linked 
to his fascination with the South. In the 1950s, when 

he was ten years old, his grandmother put him and his brother 
on a train from LA to Vicksburg so they could visit their 

southern relatives and make contact with old-time religion.
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Cox (1896-1967), and a cover of “I Don’t Hurt 
Anymore” by Dinah Washington (1924-63). 
Buddy enthusiastically comments, “Those 
were some mean women, boy!” To reinforce 
his point, he plays a record by Lucille 
Bogan (1897-1948) and we hear a bit of the 
lyrics: “I got nipples on my titties big as my 
thumbs.” Suddenly realizing this might be 
inappropriate, he stops the record. The adult 
Junior’s narrating voice informs us that he 
decided to pretend he didn’t hear the words; 
Lucille Bogan, he says, had recordings that 
“would make the Marquis de Sade blush.” 
He adds that as a result of listening to blues, 
“I learned a lot about body parts.”

Buddy is obviously a man who loves 
women and makes no secret of the fact. Soon 
after playing the records, he visits a lady 
friend’s shot-gun house and introduces her 
to Junior. “This is Peaches,” he says, “one 
of the finest women God let walk on this 
earth.” He and Peaches cozy up and head 
off to the bedroom, backed by the music 
of Sonny Boy Williamson. (Williamson 
[1914-1948], the narrator explains, was the 
star of the “King Biscuit” radio show who 
was later killed in Chicago; we also see a 
clip of another, equally talented harmonica 
player [1912-1965] who somehow got 
away with appropriating Williamson’s full 
name.). Sullen, troubled, and beginning 
to disapprove of Buddy, Junior wanders 
outside. He gets in Buddy’s car and pretends 
to drive, then explores the neighborhood, 
coming upon a small church atop a hill. 
This discovery may seem implausibly 
symbolic, coming as it does on the heels 
of Junior’s increased uneasiness about 
Buddy’s sinfulness; but God and the Devil, 
like gospel and blues, are never far apart in 
this film, nor in back-country Mississippi. 
Junior goes into the empty church, which 
has a pulpit, pews, and a tapestry of the last 
supper (in his DVD commentary, Burnett 
says that the church was long abandoned 
and had to be fumigated for wasps before 
it could be decorated). Sitting on one of the 
pews, he experiences ghostly memories 
of churchgoing and seems to hear voices 
singing (“Things I used to do I don’t do any 
more”) and a preacher’s sermon, illustrated 
for us by old documentary footage.

When Junior and Buddy resume their 
drive, Junior pointedly asks about his 
other relatives in Vicksburg, whom he still 
hasn’t seen. Buddy ignores the question 
and resumes his lessons in blues history 
by commenting on the large number of 
singers who were blind, among them Blind 
Lemon Jefferson (1893-1929), Blind Blake 
(1896-1934), Blind Willie Johnson (1897-1945) 
and Ray Charles (1930-2004). But Junior 
looks unhappy. Sensing this, Buddy tries to 
cheer the boy up. “Let’s go see a movie!” he 
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proposes. “Have you seen that movie Shane? I saw that one 
and High Noon about a dozen times!” Junior frowns and asks, 
“Why do you do bad things?” Buddy pauses, glances at him, 
and makes a prediction: “You’ll be surprised who you find in 
Heaven and who you find in Hell.”

Back at home, Buddy goes through a pile of old records 
and papers, including a yellowing, handwritten manuscript 
from a book he’s been writing about the history of blues. The 
book is unfinished because he still doesn’t have a beginning 
or end. The deep ancestry of the music, he explains, is in the 
early years of Reconstruction, in the era of Frederick Douglass, 
Ida B. Welles, and W. E. B. Dubois, when southern blacks had 
greater freedom of expression. By the early twentieth century, 
mass production made guitars available through mail order, 
and distinctive forms of blues developed in the southeastern 
states, the Mississippi delta, and east Texas. The first blues 
musician to publish his songs was W. C. Handy, who could be 
considered the godfather of such later figures as Mississippi 
John Hurt (1892-1966), T-Bone Walker (1910-1975), and Muddy 
Waters (1913-1983), all of whom we see in performance. The 
life of blues musicians, Buddy says to Junior, was often tough 
and self-destructive: Bessie Smith bled to death in an accident 
and Leadbelly and Sun House killed men.

As Junior’s education proceeds, he begins to form an 
imaginative attachment to the music and stories he’s heard.  
At one point we see him alone on a nearby dirt road, walking 
with his eyes closed, guiding himself with a long stick in order 
to experience what blindness must have been like for people 
like Blind Lemon Jefferson. Buddy takes him to visit a blind 
guitarist named Honey Boy (Tommy Tc Carter), who is sitting 
on his front porch with an aging, invalid gentleman named 
Mr. Goodwin. Buddy reverently explains that the invalid 
old man was once a player with The Red Tops (Vicksburg’s 
most popular blues, jazz, and dance band of the 1940s, which 
entertained both white and black audiences). Junior is amazed 
that Honey Boy knows he’s from California, and listens 
politely when the blind man tells him that blues musicians, if 
they live long enough, begin to mature and accept religion; he 
explains that he ruined his eyes and health from wild living 
and drinking too much home brew and “canned heat.”  

Eventually, Junior becomes less concerned about Buddy’s 
womanizing. Buddy takes him for a fried catfish lunch at the 
home of two pretty young women who enjoy teasing him. 
Chucking Junior under the chin, one of them says he needs 
a better name and asks if he likes “Sweet Boy.” “No Mam,” 
he says, “I like Junior.” Broadly smiling and seductively 

looking him in the eyes, the other young woman tells him Junior 
isn’t “a name for a man.” She decides to call him “Sugar Stick.” 
Buddy plays a slow blues record and he and the awkward, shy, 
silent Junior begin to dance with the two women. Junior’s partner, 
who is much taller, buries his head between her generous breasts, 
whispering that when he gets older she’s going to teach him things. 
“I was backsliding into darkness,” the narrating voice of the adult 
Junior tells us. “I was between heaven and hell.” 

Junior’s full absorption into the imaginative world of the 
blues happens when Buddy takes him for another drive, stopping 
the car at a country crossroads of the kind where Robert Johnson 
and other blues greats supposedly sold their souls to the devil in 
exchange for a devilish style. Buddy tells Junior that they’ll see 
the devil, but as night descends he falls asleep in the driver’s seat. 
Junior stares ahead into the mysterious, moonlit darkness, where 
the ghostly image of a well-dressed blues musician appears and 
speaks to him in the voice of W. C. Handy (who was still alive in 
the mid-1950s). Fearful, certain that he’s encountered an apparition 
of the devil, Junior shakes Buddy awake and tells him what he’s 
seen. Buddy explains he was only joking and explodes into waves 
of loud laughter. (In his DVD commentary, Burnett remarks that it 
was ironically difficult for the film crew to find a country crossroad 
near Vicksburg. He also says, “One would think this scene 
would be about Robert Johnson, but it’s not. It’s about this kid’s 
imagination.”)

Going deeper into the Devil’s territory, Buddy climaxes his 
course of study by taking Junior to a local juke joint crowded with 
drinkers and dancing couples. Junior gets a fish sandwich on white 
bread and sits at a table, where he eats and observes the action 
while Buddy perches in lordly fashion at the bar, turning toward 
the room and saying hello to the regulars.  The woman who owns 
the place rebukes Buddy for bringing a kid inside, but he begs for 
just one beer and she relents. A sensible friend of Buddy’s steps 
forward, declines the offer of a drink, and tells Buddy he’s crossed 
a line by bringing a boy into the joint. Buddy laughs him off and 
the friend says “I give up,” exiting the place in disgust. Not long 
afterward a fight breaks out, viewed from over Junior’s shoulder, 
and a man across the room is knocked to the floor. The owner and 
her bouncers put the unconscious man in a chair and relieve him of 
a switchblade. Buddy leans toward Junior and asks, “Having fun?” 

Just then the disgusted fellow who walked out returns with 
Buddy’s brother—he’s Uncle Flem, Junior’s opposite, a preacher 
dressed respectably in a suit. Flem tells Buddy that Junior’s family 
in LA and relatives in Vicksburg have been worried to death, and 
that Buddy is “crazy.” Buddy knows that his time with Junior is 
up. He moves to the boy, gives him an intense look in the eyes, and 

hugs him. Flem announces that he’s taking Junior to the 
decent members of the family elsewhere in Vicksburg. 
As Junior is led away, he looks back at Buddy. Burnett 
freezes the frame for a moment, holding on the boy’s 
gaze, and then shows him leaving.

This is the end of Junior’s association with Buddy, 
but not the end of Buddy’s influence. As the film closes, 
Junior’s narrating voice tells us “I learned so much on 
that trip back home. I never forgot a second of it. I draw 
a lot from that time I spent with Buddy. . . .The years 
went by, and Buddy left the book for me to finish. I did, 
in my own way.” We see a still photo of Buddy in a suit, 
next to Flem, holding a Bible to his heart. Junior’s voice 
says, “Buddy ended up becoming a preacher, like so 
many of the blues players.” Viewers might conclude 
that in his “own way” Burnett himself finished Buddy’s 
book, paying full tribute to the things he learned by 
visiting his birthplace.

Nearly all the great blues musicians were self-taught. Singer-guitarist 
Elisabeth Cotton tells the story of how she acquired a guitar. When 
she was a very young woman, she went to white homes asking for 
domestic work. One lady invited her in and asked what she could do. 
Cotton proudly listed all her skills: cooking; setting a table; cleaning 
house; doing laundry; bringing firewood inside; bathing and looking 
after the lady’s children; etc. The lady hired her at seventy-five cents a 
month. After a year, the lady was so satisfied that she raised the pay 
to a dollar. Cotton gave the money to her mother, who months later 
bought her a guitar out of a Sears-Roebuck catalog. She smiles when 
she remembers that she couldn’t keep her hands off the instrument and 
almost drove her mother crazy learning to play it.
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proposes. “Have you seen that movie Shane? I saw that one 
and High Noon about a dozen times!” Junior frowns and asks, 
“Why do you do bad things?” Buddy pauses, glances at him, 
and makes a prediction: “You’ll be surprised who you find in 
Heaven and who you find in Hell.”

Back at home, Buddy goes through a pile of old records 
and papers, including a yellowing, handwritten manuscript 
from a book he’s been writing about the history of blues. The 
book is unfinished because he still doesn’t have a beginning 
or end. The deep ancestry of the music, he explains, is in the 
early years of Reconstruction, in the era of Frederick Douglass, 
Ida B. Welles, and W. E. B. Dubois, when southern blacks had 
greater freedom of expression. By the early twentieth century, 
mass production made guitars available through mail order, 
and distinctive forms of blues developed in the southeastern 
states, the Mississippi delta, and east Texas. The first blues 
musician to publish his songs was W. C. Handy, who could be 
considered the godfather of such later figures as Mississippi 
John Hurt (1892-1966), T-Bone Walker (1910-1975), and Muddy 
Waters (1913-1983), all of whom we see in performance. The 
life of blues musicians, Buddy says to Junior, was often tough 
and self-destructive: Bessie Smith bled to death in an accident 
and Leadbelly and Sun House killed men.

As Junior’s education proceeds, he begins to form an 
imaginative attachment to the music and stories he’s heard.  
At one point we see him alone on a nearby dirt road, walking 
with his eyes closed, guiding himself with a long stick in order 
to experience what blindness must have been like for people 
like Blind Lemon Jefferson. Buddy takes him to visit a blind 
guitarist named Honey Boy (Tommy Tc Carter), who is sitting 
on his front porch with an aging, invalid gentleman named 
Mr. Goodwin. Buddy reverently explains that the invalid 
old man was once a player with The Red Tops (Vicksburg’s 
most popular blues, jazz, and dance band of the 1940s, which 
entertained both white and black audiences). Junior is amazed 
that Honey Boy knows he’s from California, and listens 
politely when the blind man tells him that blues musicians, if 
they live long enough, begin to mature and accept religion; he 
explains that he ruined his eyes and health from wild living 
and drinking too much home brew and “canned heat.”  

Eventually, Junior becomes less concerned about Buddy’s 
womanizing. Buddy takes him for a fried catfish lunch at the 
home of two pretty young women who enjoy teasing him. 
Chucking Junior under the chin, one of them says he needs 
a better name and asks if he likes “Sweet Boy.” “No Mam,” 
he says, “I like Junior.” Broadly smiling and seductively 

looking him in the eyes, the other young woman tells him Junior 
isn’t “a name for a man.” She decides to call him “Sugar Stick.” 
Buddy plays a slow blues record and he and the awkward, shy, 
silent Junior begin to dance with the two women. Junior’s partner, 
who is much taller, buries his head between her generous breasts, 
whispering that when he gets older she’s going to teach him things. 
“I was backsliding into darkness,” the narrating voice of the adult 
Junior tells us. “I was between heaven and hell.” 

Junior’s full absorption into the imaginative world of the 
blues happens when Buddy takes him for another drive, stopping 
the car at a country crossroads of the kind where Robert Johnson 
and other blues greats supposedly sold their souls to the devil in 
exchange for a devilish style. Buddy tells Junior that they’ll see 
the devil, but as night descends he falls asleep in the driver’s seat. 
Junior stares ahead into the mysterious, moonlit darkness, where 
the ghostly image of a well-dressed blues musician appears and 
speaks to him in the voice of W. C. Handy (who was still alive in 
the mid-1950s). Fearful, certain that he’s encountered an apparition 
of the devil, Junior shakes Buddy awake and tells him what he’s 
seen. Buddy explains he was only joking and explodes into waves 
of loud laughter. (In his DVD commentary, Burnett remarks that it 
was ironically difficult for the film crew to find a country crossroad 
near Vicksburg. He also says, “One would think this scene 
would be about Robert Johnson, but it’s not. It’s about this kid’s 
imagination.”)

Going deeper into the Devil’s territory, Buddy climaxes his 
course of study by taking Junior to a local juke joint crowded with 
drinkers and dancing couples. Junior gets a fish sandwich on white 
bread and sits at a table, where he eats and observes the action 
while Buddy perches in lordly fashion at the bar, turning toward 
the room and saying hello to the regulars.  The woman who owns 
the place rebukes Buddy for bringing a kid inside, but he begs for 
just one beer and she relents. A sensible friend of Buddy’s steps 
forward, declines the offer of a drink, and tells Buddy he’s crossed 
a line by bringing a boy into the joint. Buddy laughs him off and 
the friend says “I give up,” exiting the place in disgust. Not long 
afterward a fight breaks out, viewed from over Junior’s shoulder, 
and a man across the room is knocked to the floor. The owner and 
her bouncers put the unconscious man in a chair and relieve him of 
a switchblade. Buddy leans toward Junior and asks, “Having fun?” 

Just then the disgusted fellow who walked out returns with 
Buddy’s brother—he’s Uncle Flem, Junior’s opposite, a preacher 
dressed respectably in a suit. Flem tells Buddy that Junior’s family 
in LA and relatives in Vicksburg have been worried to death, and 
that Buddy is “crazy.” Buddy knows that his time with Junior is 
up. He moves to the boy, gives him an intense look in the eyes, and 

hugs him. Flem announces that he’s taking Junior to the 
decent members of the family elsewhere in Vicksburg. 
As Junior is led away, he looks back at Buddy. Burnett 
freezes the frame for a moment, holding on the boy’s 
gaze, and then shows him leaving.

This is the end of Junior’s association with Buddy, 
but not the end of Buddy’s influence. As the film closes, 
Junior’s narrating voice tells us “I learned so much on 
that trip back home. I never forgot a second of it. I draw 
a lot from that time I spent with Buddy. . . .The years 
went by, and Buddy left the book for me to finish. I did, 
in my own way.” We see a still photo of Buddy in a suit, 
next to Flem, holding a Bible to his heart. Junior’s voice 
says, “Buddy ended up becoming a preacher, like so 
many of the blues players.” Viewers might conclude 
that in his “own way” Burnett himself finished Buddy’s 
book, paying full tribute to the things he learned by 
visiting his birthplace.

Nearly all the great blues musicians were self-taught. Singer-guitarist 
Elisabeth Cotton tells the story of how she acquired a guitar. When 
she was a very young woman, she went to white homes asking for 
domestic work. One lady invited her in and asked what she could do. 
Cotton proudly listed all her skills: cooking; setting a table; cleaning 
house; doing laundry; bringing firewood inside; bathing and looking 
after the lady’s children; etc. The lady hired her at seventy-five cents a 
month. After a year, the lady was so satisfied that she raised the pay 
to a dollar. Cotton gave the money to her mother, who months later 
bought her a guitar out of a Sears-Roebuck catalog. She smiles when 
she remembers that she couldn’t keep her hands off the instrument and 
almost drove her mother crazy learning to play it.

theatre.indiana.edu
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T he 24th annual Lotus World Music & Arts 
Festival rolls into town at the end of Sep-
tember, and the topline news is that – yes, 

despite signifi cant changes in our nation’s executive 
offi  ce and its eff orts to curtail immigration (with subse-
quent chilling eff ects on cross-cultural exchange),… Lotus 
Festival will be as awesome, amazing, and jam-packed with 
mind-bendingly fabulous global talent as ever.
It’s another great year to get down and dance like no one’s watching under the big 

street tents, and to let your spirits soar and your heart be uplifted by the exquisite art-
istry of the “indoor” acts. It’s time for another hefty dose of Lotus goodness, and aren’t 
we all due for something wonderful we can share together?
This year’s Lo-fest brings to Bloomington a handful of bands that are musical titans, 

renowned for their resilient originality and longstanding success.

B Y  PA U L S T U R M  &  L U A N N E  H O L L A D AY
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Among them, France’s legendary Lo’Jo: Fonetiq –hailing from 
a tiny village near Angiers– has been creating and performing 
inventive folk-fusion music for 35 years. Mixing French chanson 
and North African & Gypsy musics with theater and visual art 
elements, Lo’Jo are lions of “performance art” folk.
For 28 years, Väsen has been re-writing the playbook for Swed-

ish folk music. A favorite band with Lotus audiences, Väsen 
makes a “20th Anniversary at Lotus Festival” return this year. 
Meanwhile from this hemisphere, French-Canadians De Temps 
Antan have been expertly performing traditional Québécois music 
for the past 14 years. This trio is another fave with local audiences, 
and they’ve also enjoyed multiple Lo-fest appearances, including 
this year.
Guitarists Fareed Haque and Goran Ivanovic have been performing 

together for more than 15 years, blending their multi-cultural musical 
roots (Pakistan, Chile, Serbia, Croatia) with Spanish and Latin infl u-
ences and American jazz. They transition easily from classical guitar 
pieces, to brilliant jazz improvisation, to virtuosic romps through 
wickedly diffi  cult genres like fl amenco and Gypsy music.
Formed 12 years ago, The Outside Track is a quintet of stellar 

musicians who each have won numerous competitions and acco-
lades for their respective talents. The band’s virtuosic command 
of Celtic music, song, and dance provides the foundation for vig-
orous, engaging, lush, and intentionally contemporary interpreta-
tions of Celtic traditions.

We also get to hear musical legends who are 
collaborating in new endeavors such as Trio da 
Kali, which unites three remarkable musicians 
from the Mandé griot tradition of southern Mali, 
all of whom come from long lines of distinguished 
griots. The Trio’s goal is to bring a contemporary 
twist to ancient and neglected repertoires; their 
recent recording with Kronos Quartet, Ladilikan, is 
scheduled for release in mid-September.
And it wouldn’t be Lotus without the introduction 

of some extraordinary musical young’uns who are 
bringing fresh voices to the World Music genre.
Twenty-fi ve-year-old Scottish singer-songwriter Rachel 

Sermanni has had explosive success abroad, and her 
reputation is quickly growing here in the States. She has 

supported many British bands and artists on tour, playing 
warm-up sets for Elvis 

Costello, Mumford & Sons, 
Fink, Dingwalls, and Rumor; 
and she’s been showcased at 
Glasgow’s Celtic Connections 
festival. This marks Serman-
ni’s Lotus Festival premier.
Also new to Lotus is the 

brother-sister bluegrass duo 
of Giri & Uma Peters from 
Nashville, Tennessee. 12-year-
old Giri plays mandolin; 
10-year-old Uma plays fi ddle. 
Although young, their musi-

cianship and vocal harmonies showcase a level of creativity and 
originality well beyond their years. Giri & Uma have performed 
around Nashville, and at festivals in the Southeast, electrifying 
audiences with their refreshing, soulful blend of old-time, folk, 
and roots music.
That’s just a glimpse… Even more remarkable experiences are in 

store for each savvy music-lover and multiculturalist who makes 
their way to the 24th annual Lotus World Music & Arts Festival. 
For the dedicated and energetic afi cionados, Lotus is a 4-day 
fête. Worldly wonders and global sounds will fi ll our downtown 
B-town streets and spaces from Thursday, Sep. 28 through Sun-
day, Oct. 1.
You can start your Lotus Festival marathon with the Thursday 

Kick-Off  Concert, this year featuring Väsen as the sole band – 
delivering two amazing sets of their compelling and delightful 
Swedish folk (beginning at 7pm in the Buskirk-Chumley Theater; 
reserved seating; tickets priced at $18-$23).
The Friday and Saturday evening Artist Showcase concerts are 

the heart and soul of Lotus. Lasting 6pm-Midnight both nights, 
they off er a concentrated stew of world music delights; 23 acts 
packed into simultaneous short-form concerts in seven diff erent 
downtown venues over 2 nights. The Showcase Concerts are what 
make Lotus Festival truly unique, and represent the oldest and 
longest-running world music concert series in America. If you 
haven’t ever attended, this is the perfect year to start.
The free and family-friendly Lotus in the Park returns on 

Saturday, Sep. 30, Noon-5pm, at Waldron, Hill, & Buskirk Park 
(Third Street Park). Enjoy up-close performances and education-
al workshops with world artists including Alash, Kaia Kater, 
Ladama, and Isabel Berglund; plus family fun including “cranky” 
story-scroll making, a hands-on art camp, bicycle corral, merchan-
dise tent, and food from local vendors.
More free fun can be had at the Festival Arts Village on Friday & 

Saturday nights, 6pm-10pm on East 6th Street between Walnut & 
Washington. The Festival Arts Village includes art installations, 
interactive art activities, and live demonstrations all in the heart of 
the vibrant Lotus ‘scene.’
This year’s festival-concluding World Spirit Concert features per-

formances by Fareed Haque & Goran Ivanovic (mentioned above) 
and Maria Pomianowska & Reborn (from Poland). Admission is 
the ever-aff ordable $5 Lotus Festival pin; Sunday, Oct. 1, 3pm-
5pm at the Buskirk-Chumley Theater.
Lotus Festival tickets for all admission-based events can be 

purchased in person at the Buskirk-Chumley Theater Box Offi  ce, 
by phone at 812-323-3020, or online at bctboxoffi  ce.com. Artist 
profi les follow.

Alash
( R U S S I A )

Traditional Tuvan throat-singing / Fri, Sat
Alash is a trio of master throat singers (xöö-

meizhi) from Tuva, a tiny republic in the heart 
of Central Asia. Grounded in the ancient art 
of throat singing (xöömei), which developed 
among nomadic peoples of Central Asia, 
Alash’s members were trained in tradition-
al Tuvan music from childhood. They fi rst 
formed as students at Kyzyl Arts College. 
Infl uenced by Western music as well, they 
practiced on hybrid Tuvan-European instru-
ments and listened to new trends coming out 
of North America. Since then, they’ve forged 
a new musical identity, introducing the guitar 
and sometimes even the Russian bayan (ac-

T H E  S H O W C A S E  C O N C E R T S  A R E 
W H A T  M A K E  T H E  L O T U S  F E S T I VA L 

T R U L Y  U N I Q U E ,  A N D  R E P R E S E N T 
T H E  O L D E S T  A N D  L O N G E S T -

R U N N I N G  W O R L D  M U S I C 
C O N C E R T  S E R I E S  I N  A M E R I C A .
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cordion) into their arrangements alongside traditional Tuvan 
instruments. The eff ect is an intriguing mixture of old and new.

Alex Cuba 
( C A N A D A ,  C U B A )

Cuban-Canadian singer-songwriter / Fri
Alex Cuba (aka Alexis Puentes) grew up in Cuba in a prodi-

giously musical family. His father, Valentin Puentes, is a guitarist 
and teacher; his twin brother, Adonis, has a thriving career of his 
own. Alex now lives in western Canada and weaves Afro-Cu-
ban music with strands of pop, soul, jazz, rock, salsa, and other 
alt-Latin genres. He has four Latin Grammys on his shelf (plus 
a raft of other awards). His new album, Lo Único Constante (The 
Only Constant), celebrates a 1940s-era Havana sound known as 
fi lin that highlights acoustic strings (guitar and upright bass), 
evocative, lyrical songwriting and Alex’s gorgeous vocals.

Betsayda Machado y La 
Parranda el Clavo 

( V E N E Z U E L A )
Afro-Venezuelan parranda traditions / Sat

Betsayda Machado is the voice of Venezuela. Raised in the small 
village of El Clavo in the Barlovento region, she recently returned 
there to collaborate with lifelong friends, La Parranda El Clavo, 
to record a kind of music rarely heard outside the area: tambor 
venezolanox – Afro-Venezuelan rhythms and songs derived from 
community life, ancestral dances, town festivities, funerals, and 
celebrations. Together, Machado and the movable musical party 
of El Clavo are now bringing this music to audiences around the 
world. Betsayada y La Parranda also include songs about urgent 
socio-political issues in Venezuela, including gun violence, food 
shortages, and the country’s history of slavery.

De Temps Antan 
( C A N A D A )

Traditional French-Canadian Québécois / Sat
De Temps Antan’s Éric Beaudry (vocals, guitar, mandolin, 

bouzouki), André Brunet (vocals, fi ddle), and Pierre-Luc Dupuis 

(vocals, accordions) have been exploring and performing tradi-
tional Québécois music and song together since 2003, and they’ve 
played it most of their lives. Their wickedly good playing and joy-
ous harmonies embody the energy and joie de vivre of the “kitchen 
music” of Quebec, invigorating one of the world’s most joyous 
folk music traditions with contemporary fl air.

Derek Gripper 
& Debashish Bhattacharya 

( S O U T H  A F R I C A ,  I N D I A )
Acoustic & Indian slide guitars / Fri

South African musician, Derek Gripper, has spent much of his 
career translating highly complex kora compositions for classical 
guitar. Indian musician Debashish Bhattacharya developed a 
unique Hindustani slide guitar style on an instrument he de-
signed and built called the chatarangui. Each player has redefi ned 
the styles of music possible on his instrument, inventing new 
playing techniques and developing bold new repertoires. Both 
Gripper and Bhattacharya like to collaborate with musicians from 
cultural traditions very diff erent from their own; in this project, 
they bring their elegant and virtuosic string styles into glorious, 
inventive dialogue.

Fareed Haque 
& Goran Ivanovic 

( U S A ,  C R O A T I A )
Balkan jazz guitar / Sat, Sun

The supple “conversations” that Fareed Haque and Goran 
Ivanović have on their guitars are full of jazz improvisation, 
grounded in elegance and rigor, and generously infl uenced by 
their collective Pakistani, Chilean, Serbian, and Croatian heri-
tages. Fareed Haque has played with many jazz greats including 
Arturo Sandoval, Joe Zawinul, Danilo Pérez, Giovanni Hidalgo, 
Zakir Hussain, and Kai Eckhardt, and he toured with Sting in 
the 1980s. Goran Ivanovic –a former child prodigy from Osijek, 
Croatia– is known for his unique and fi ery renditions of Balkan 
folk pieces. Adding Spanish and Latin American music to his 
repertoire, along with jazz and blues rhythms, Ivanovic has devel-
oped an inimitable sound. As a duo, Haque & Ivanovic have been 
performing together for more than 15 years and thread their way 
easily from classically infl ected melodic pieces, to brilliant jazz 
improvisation, to wickedly virtuosic romps through genres like 
fl amenco and Gypsy music.

Giri & Uma Peters 
( U S A )

Brother-sister bluegrass duo / Fri, Sat
This brother-and-sister duo from Nashville, Tennessee, are 

award-winning multi-instrumentalists who astonish audiences 
with their refreshing, soulful blend of old-time, roots, and bluegrass 
music. Giri and Uma may be young, but their musicianship and 
vocal harmonies showcase a creativity and originality beyond their 
years. Their musicianship has attracted the attention of roots music 
star Rhiannon Giddens and banjo greats Abigail Washburn and Bela 
Fleck, among others. Lotus audiences know great Americana roots 
music when they hear it – and the Peters siblings won’t disappoint.
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Iberi Choir 
( R E P U B L I C  O F  G E O R G I A )

Traditional Georgian choral polyphony / Fri, Sat

Iberi are 12 Georgian folk singers and enthusi-
astic proponents of Georgian polyphonic song, 
which has been recognized by UNESCO as a 
masterpiece of “intangible heritage.” Created 
in 2012, the name of the choir derives from the 
word “Iberia,” Georgia’s original name. Iberi’s 
extensive repertoire includes songs from across 
that country demonstrating diff erent kinds of 
polyphony, and while the tradition is essential-
ly secular, it includes ancient and rarely per-
formed sacred and pagan songs. Trust Iberi to 
take Lotus listeners on a remarkable auditory 
adventure into the past.

Irene Atienza 
& Douglas Lora 

( B R A Z I L )
Spanish & Brazilian songs / Sat

Spanish vocalist Irene Atienza and Brazilian 
guitarist Douglas Lora stand at the intersection 
of the great musical traditions of their respec-
tive countries. The duo interprets the classic 
Latin catalogue of bolero, fado, tango, samba, and 
bossa-nova revere traditions, but their repertoire 
also includes new and thoroughly modern 
compositions. Matched in their artistry, the 
result is a performance experience that is 
intimate, sophisticated, and powerful. This is 
the duo’s fi rst visit to Lotus, although it will 
be Lora’s second Lotus appearance: in 2015, he 
wowed crowds as part of Trio Brasileiro.

Isabel Berglund 
( D E N M A R K  ) 

Hand-knitted textile art  / Fri, Sat
Danish fi ber artist, Isabel Berglund, uses 

the familiar, universal tradition of hand-knit-
ting to create monumental public works that 
demonstrate the power of communal artistic 
endeavor. Berglund conducts workshops in 
which participants knit side-by-side, creating a 
natural bond through a collective experience. 
By sharing patterns, techniques, and stories, 
the men, women, and children who join her 
artistic endeavors add their own threads to 
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the history of craft and textile arts. Berglund then sews “patches” 
knitted in her workshops into a massive collage for a large-scale 
installation. Look for Berglund’s installation at this year’s Lotus 
Arts Village on Lotus weekend.

Kaia Kater 
( C A N A D A )

Appa lachian & African-American songs / Fri, Sat

Born of African-Caribbean descent in Québec, Kaia Kater grew 
up in two musical worlds: the Canadian folk music of her Toronto 
home, and Appalachian music of West Virginia, where she has 
studied and lived. Fueled by her rich, low tenor vocals, jazz-in-
fl uenced instrumentation, and beautifully understated banjo, 
her songs cast an unfl inching eye on the realities faced by people 
of color in North America. Kater is part of the new generation 
of American roots musicians, with an original repertoire that 
weaves together Appalachian stories, personal narratives of the 
digital age, and hard-hitting songs that touch on modern issues 
like Black Lives Matter. Her work has as much in common with 
Kendrick Lamar as it does with Pete Seeger, reminding us of the 
troubled pathways of our own history.

Ladama 
( B R A Z I L ,  C O L O M B I A ,  U S A ,  V E N E Z U E L A )

Pan-American music collaboration / Fri, Sat
This ensemble of women musicians from across the Americas is 

both a touring band and a catalyst for youth in the communities they 
visit through workshops in music-making, dancing, composition 
and audio production. Ladama are Mafer Bandola (bandola llanera), 
Lara Klaus (percussion, drums), Daniela Serna (percussion), and 
Sara Lucas (voice, guitar). They combine the rhythms and traditional 
instrumentation of frevo and maracatu from Brazil; joropo songs from 
the high plains of Venezuela; cumbia, gaita, and champeta from the 
Colombian coast; and strains of contemporary American pop and 
jazz. Their performances include original compositions and tradition-
al songs sung in Spanish, Portuguese, and English. These disparate 
elements bridge continents and cultures with sound and story.

Lo’Jo: Fonetiq 
( F R A N C E )

North African, Gypsy, & French folk fusion / Fri, Sat
Since they fi rst got together in 1982 in a tiny village near Angiers, 

France, Lo’Jo: Fonetiq has been one of the most eclectic, eccentric, 
and mesmerizing musical collectives that Europe has produced. 

Like their British contemporaries the Mekons, Lo’Jo is a globe-
trotting legend fi lled with musical shapeshifters who have gone 
through many incarnations. They have incorporated theater and 
visual art into their music since the beginning. Led by charismatic 
songwriter Denis Péan, Lo’Jo has collaborated with street theater 
groups and circuses, performed in West Africa and the Sahara, 
and taken to festival stages in Europe and North America. Lo’Jo 
reimagines classic French chanson and spikes it with sounds and 
instruments from all over the world. They fi rst wowed Lotus 
audiences way back in 2000.

Making Movies 
( U S A )

Afro-Latin alt-rock / Fri, Sat
Built on a heavy foundation of Afro-Latino rhythms, psychedel-

ic jams and rock’n’roll riffi  ng, the music of Making Movies is a 
bilingual, counter-cultural re-envisioning of Latin American son. 
Armed with their ambitious and politically charged new album, I 
Am Another You, the band punches out one high-energy song after 
another, with theatrics and head-banging climaxes riding atop a 
bed of driving percussion. Latin American roots are highlighted 
when front-man Enrique Chi trades his electric guitar for a folk-
loric Panamanian mejorana. The band’s rebellious lyrics, percus-
sive power, and deft straddling of two musical cultures make for 
provocatve, dance-inducing sets that pack a political punch.

Maria Pomianowska & Reborn 
( P O L A N D )

Bowed string instruments from around the world / Sat, Sun
Multi-instrumentalist, vocalist, composer, and teacher Maria 

Pomianowska is a master of bowed instruments from a wide 
range of musical cultures. She plays cello, the Indian sarangi, the 
Nepalese suka, and the Chinese erhu, among many other string in-
struments. She also plays (and has reconstructed) two instruments 
essential to old traditions of Polish folk music: the Suka biłgorajska, 
a fi ddle played horizontally, across the knee; and the fi del płocka. 
Maria’s current project –“Reborn”– is a celebration of the suka and 
its resurrection.

Meklit Hadero 
( U S A ,  E T H I O P I A )

Ethiopian jazz / Fri, Sat
Meklit Hadero is an Ethio-American singer, composer, and 

“cultural instigator” based in the San Francisco Bay area for the 
past 12 years. Her 
musical infl uences 
are drawn equally 
from San Fran-
cisco and from 
Ethiopia. Deeply 
inspired by the 
music of Mulatu 
Astatke (godfather 
of Ethio-Jazz), her 
songs shine with 
pentatonic melo-
dies, Ethio groove, 
and a poetic core. 
This is immigrant 
music and Amer-
ican music at the 
same time. Meklit 
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is a TED Senior Fellow, and her talk, “The 
Unexpected Beauty of Everyday Sounds,” has 
been watched by more than 1 million people. 
As an artist-in-residence at universities such 
as NYU and Purdue, she explores questions of 
cultural activism, thinking about how music 
and arts can help us ask questions about who 
we are and where we want to go.

Pascuala Ilabaca y Fauna 
( C H I L E )

High-energy Chilean folk-fusion / Fri
While her music is rooted in Chilean folk 

traditions, singer-songwriter and acordeonista, 
Pascuala Ilabaca, deftly weaves strands of jazz, 

pop, rock, and other infl uences into the mix. 
Ilabaca has dedicated herself to rediscovering 
the musical treasures of her country. Her fi rst 
album, Pascuala canta a Violeta, is an homage to 
Chilean composer, songwriter, and folklorist, 
Violeta Parra. Ilabaca’s voice is vibrant and 
captivating whether she’s singing a heartfelt 
interpretation of a Víctor Jara song, or bringing 
the audience to its feet for a Chilean festival 
dance tune. With her band, Fauna, she swings 
easily through Chilean genres like the cumbia 
or the cueca (considered Chile’s national dance 
style); but don’t be surprised if you also hear 
hints of Indian or African rhythms.

Rachel Sermanni 
( S C O T L A N D )

Scottish singer-songwriter / Fri, Sat
The young singer-songwriter, Rachel Ser-

manni, brings a special sensibility to the stage. 
Her poetic lyrics and graceful vocals create 
an intimate performance experience that is 
minimal yet intricate, and evocative of her 
native Scottish Highlands. There is often a hint 
of the symbolic and the mystical in her music. 
Sermanni has recorded in Highland forests 
and purple hills, live on festival stages, and in 
technically sophisticated recording studios; but 
wherever she plays, we are listening to a new 
voice, one rooted in tradition but confi dently 
exploring new boundaries and horizons.
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Raya Brass Band 
( U S A )

Balkan brass with an urban edge / Fri, Sat
Raya brings Balkan dance party mayhem to Lotus from its 

Brooklyn home base. With the essentials of drums, tuba, sax, 
trumpet, and accor-
dion, the compact 
six-member band 
kicks out a bold, 
big noise mixing 
Balkan tunes, New 
Orleans brass, 
and punk rock. As 
comfortable in the 
throng of a street 
jam as they are on 
stage, Raya Brass 
Band mash-up the 
complexity and 
sonic authority of 
Balkan traditions 
with a funky, urban vibe. Look for Raya on Kirkwood Avenue, 
Saturday night, when they bring their brass band madness to this 
year’s Lotus street procession; and dance yourself sweaty-silly to 
their Balkan beats under the outdoor tent.

  Sam Bartlett 
( U S A )

 Folk/craft art collaboration / Thu
Musician, artist, author, and ‘stuntologist’ Sam Bartlett considers 

himself an art instigator: “I am less interested in art being ‘good’ 
and more concerned with what art is good for: the opening up 
and empowerment of our individual and collective imaginations.” 
For this year’s Lotus Fest, Sam partnered with Rhino’s Youth 
Center to create a “cranky,” a scrolling narrative of story+art+mu-
sic to tell the tale of Lotus Dickey, the Orange County musician 
who was an inspiration for the fi rst Lotus World Music and Arts 
Festival. “Life is Real: the Lotus Dickey Cranky” will premiere 
during intermission at the Festival’s Thursday night kick-off  con-
cert featuring Väsen.

Sahba Motallebi & Naghmeh Farahmand 
( I R A N )

Iranian string & percussion / Fri, Sat
Sahba Motallebi is a modern virtuoso of the tar and setar, lute-

like stringed instruments 
central to Iranian music. 
She is also recognized 
as an innovator in the 
teaching of Persian 
music. Her pioneering ef-
forts to put instructional 
materials on the Internet 
and to teach students 
online have inspired a 
renaissance in the study 
of this ancient art form. 
Persian percussionist 
Naghmeh Farahmand is 
the daughter of Irani-
an percussion master 
Mahmoud Farahmand. 

She started playing tonbak (goblet drum) at the age of 6 and now 
plays an impressive array of percussion instruments from around 
the globe. She also plays the santoor (hammered dulcimer), Iran’s 
national instrument. Together, Motallebi and Farahmand will de-
light Lotus audiences with the music of Persia: one of the world’s 
great musical traditions.

Subhi 
( U S A ,  I N D I A )

Indian-American jazz / Fri
Singer-songwriter Subhi lives in Chicago, but her roots are in 

the Indian cultural stew of Mumbai and Delhi, of Bollywood, 
of Punjabi folk songs. She fell in love with words thanks to her 
grandfather, who recited poetry to her. “I had a little notebook 
and I would write down my favorite Urdu poems,” Subhi re-
members, and those words appear in her own writing in Hindi on 
songs like “Aagosh” (“Embrace”) from her debut album, Shaitaan 
Dil (Naughty Heart). She crafts playful jazz-pop songs that chart a 
territory familiar to many multicultural Americans: nostalgia for 
childhood, the delights and downsides of romance, the experience 
of separation and transcontinental migration. Subhi’s infl uences 
range from contemporary jazz to old-school Dixieland.

The Outside Track 
( I R E L A N D )

Scots, Irish, & Cape Breton folk fusion / Fri, Sat
The Outside Track off ers up a lush, hybrid take on Celtic 

traditions from Scotland, Ireland, and the USA. These musical 
and cultural strands come together in a stellar line-up: County 
Cork’s Teresa Horgan, who plays fl ute & whistle and does lead 
vocals; accordion player Fiona Black, who hails from the Scot-
tish Highlands; Ediburgh’s Ailie Robertson, a virtuoso player 
of the clàrsach (Celtic harp); U.S. National Scottish Fiddle 
champion Emerald Rae, who brings nimble Cape Breton-style 
fi ddling and step-dancing to the mix; and Eric MacDonald, on 
guitar & mandolin. The band’s command of Celtic music, song, 
and dance provides the foundation for vigorous and engaging 
contemporary takes on the tradition.

Trio da Kali 
( M A L I )

Soulful Mandé griot traditions / Fri, Sat
Originally formed for a collaborative project with the Kronos Quar-

tet, Trio da Kali unites 
three remarkable musi-
cians from the Mandé 
griot tradition of south-
ern Mali. Hawa Kassé 
Mady Diabaté, daughter 
of legendary griot singer 
Kassé Mady Diabaté, is 
the trio’s vocalist. Her 
rich, expressive voice 
and natural vibrato 
are reminiscent of the 
great Mahalia Jackson. 
The balafonist (and the 
trio’s musical director) 
is Lassana Diabaté, one 
of Mali’s most distin-
guished musicians. The 

youngest member is bass ngoni player Mamadou 
Kouyaté, who brings a contemporary feel to the 
traditions he learned from his father, Bassekou 
Kouyaté. Steeped in the Mandé griot tradition, 
these three brilliant musicians give a new voice to 
timeless Malian music and sounds.

Väsen 
( S W E D E N )

 Modern Swedish S tring Music / Thu
Three of our favorite Swedes return to Bloom-

ington! Olov Johansson, Mikael Marin, and 

Roger Tallroth (aka Väsen) fi rst performed at 
Lotus 20 years ago, and every time they come 
to town, they earn more fans. Their exquisite 
string music, performed with virtuosic fl air and 
wry humor, is by turns winsome, bittersweet, 
and exhilarating. The Väsen sound is anchored 
by Olov’s nyckelharpa (the remarkable keyed 
fi ddle native to Swedish traditional music), while 
Mikael’s brilliant play on the viola and Roger’s 
rhythmic drive on the 12-string guitar add depth 
and melodic counterpoints. There’s a playfulness 
to their music, a delight in shaping centuries-old 
tunes into exciting new arrangements. And you 
always hear the inspiration and improvisation of 
the moment. To experience Väsen is to witness 
ensemble playing at its fi nest.

Wu Fei 
( C H I N A )

Chi n ese guzheng virtuoso / Fri
Classically trained on the 21-string Chinese 

zither known as the guzheng, Wu Fei is a master 
of her instrument’s traditional “language” and 
idiosyncratic repertoire – but she is also devoted 
to exploring its contemporary possibilities. As a 
vocalist, instrumentalist, and composer, Wu Fei 
is at home on festival stages, in jazz-like improvi-
sational collaborations, and in concert halls. Her 
interest in cross-genre and multicultural collabo-
rations has led her to work with artists as diverse 
as avant-garde composer John Zorn, guitarist 
Fred Frith, and Bela Fleck and Abigail Washburn. 
This is Wu Fei’s fi rst appearance at Lotus.
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