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How to Congratulate 
an Artist

4
1

When the New Yorker published my friend’s poem, I wasn’t surprised. I was 
thrilled and excited and proud but, as I’d fully expected such a thing since I first 
encountered my friend’s work, I was not surprised in the least. Frankly, I was sur-
prised it took the New Yorker as long as it did. I congratulated the New Yorker on 
making a good choice rather than my friend for being chosen. This is because, in 
addition to being a fierce admirer of my friend, I am a fierce admirer of her work 
and always have been.

I have people who do the same for me – people who love me, yes, and want the 
best for me but also love my work, believe in it. They are the ones who are just 
waiting for others to come around to their opinions. I started to think about this 
recently after receiving some surprising good news regarding my work. I told one 
friend and she was excited and thrilled and also (and this is the important bit) 
wholly unsurprised. “It’s about time,” she said. “Oh yeah. Of course. I knew it.”

And there is something so powerfully affirming about this response. The belief is 
firm and unwavering – even when no one else seems to hold her opinion. And I 
feel precisely the same about her work and cannot believe the world at large has 
not beaten down her door for it.

Others I shared my good news with were actually stunned. In a way, I suspect, 
they’d slipped into questioning my art’s worth right along with me. It’s not that 
they don’t love me. They do – and that love is fierce and unwavering but it does 
not necessarily extend to my work. So when the world suddenly gives me ap-
proval, they have a readjustment period of looking at my work through the lens of 
the world’s approval. And you know – if you love me, you’re not actually required 
to love my work. It is not a pre-requisite . But those that hold space for both me 
AND my work are the ones I turn to in the darkest moments. And I rely on them in 
ways that I am still coming to appreciate.

Those of us who dedicate ourselves to the Arts and/or Entertainment are often 
asked questions like, “Why don’t you write for the movies? Why don’t you get on 

Saturday Night Live? Why don’t you publish a best seller? Why don’t you get on 
TV? Why don’t you get Oprah to produce your show? Why aren’t you on Broad-
way yet?”

These questions can all be reframed to be more helpful and supportive to the peo-
ple who make things. Try: “Why haven’t the movies snapped you up to write for 
them yet? Why hasn’t Saturday Night Live recognized your comic genius? Why 
haven’t the publishing houses beat down your door? Haven’t they realized your 
work will make them pots of money? Why is TV blind to your radiance? How is it 
possible that Oprah hasn’t been informed of your work? Who is holding those 
Broadway producers hostage that they haven’t come calling?”

Sometimes it’s very weird to be congratulated for someone else’s decision about 
one’s work. The congratulations usually come in response to something that the 
artist had nothing to do with, that is, someone else’s approval. The fiercest sup-
porters are the ones who congratulate an artist on the actual work before anyone 
else ever cares about it. I am exceptionally grateful to have such people in my cor-
ner.

My wish for my fellow artists this year is to have supporters as fierce and dedi-
cated as mine are. I want everyone who makes things to hear congratulations on 
their actual work and “Oh yeah, of course” to any success it finds. If you love a 
struggling artist, don’t wait to give them your admiration or support. Give support 
to the work itself and not just the trophies. Anyone can be proud of an artist for 
winning awards but a top tier supporter is proud long before the awards ever ap-
pear.
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The Glamour of the Grammys

5

In the old times, the fairies roamed the green hills. They were powerful and mischie-
vous. There were many varieties of fairy – with different specialties but the power 
they principally possessed was something called glamour. It was an enchantment 
that placed a sparkling illusion over a human’s eyes. The glamour made the ugly 
beautiful. It made the empty full. It turned a pile of old shoes and tin cans into a 
pile of gold shoes and diamond glasses. It turned a heap of ashes into a scrump-
tious looking cake and murky dirty water into rich red wine. Fairy gold is not real 
gold. It is something that has been glamoured.

Most humans are powerless to resist the glamour and some are trapped in Fairy-
land forever, having eaten a mouthful of ashes or followed a trail of gold right into a 
trap. But a few humans see through the glamour, past the shine over their eyes, to 
whatever lies behind it. Perhaps those humans have a little bit of fairy in them 
themselves, so they see the trick. I imagine myself as one of those with a little fairy 
in my blood, stumbling into fairyland with my friends and watching, in horror, as 
they all fall under the enchantment of the glamour. I imagine I’d try and stop them, 
like Caliban in The Tempest, trying to convince his colleagues that finery they see 
“is but trash.” But it’s no use. They are lost. Perhaps it’s better to be under the 
spell, to be convinced that the shine around you is real and beautiful and all for 
you.

Grammys 2018. Headlines: 
“Music’s Biggest Night.” 
“Glitter and glamour on the red carpet.” 
“Emotional Star-Studded” 
“Powerful Moments”

I was there. And yes, there were some beautiful dresses and fancy suits. Yes, 
awards were given and received. Yes, there were famous people there. And it was 
all very shiny. From my seat, I could see the crew on their hands and knees polish-
ing up the stage.

There was so much glitz. So much glamour. And maybe it’s because I have a little 
fairy in my blood but I saw it as glamour and not as gold.

The Grammys are fairy gold. And the people in the room watching it are probably 

also fairy folk in some way. The illusion was made, not for us, the people sitting 
in the seats, but for the TV viewing audience.

All these years, I’d thought it was the reverse – that the REAL experience was 
happening in the theatre and we, at home, in front of our TVs were getting a 
taste of it. I had thought it was a show documented by TV. Turns out, it is a TV 
show that is creating an illusion of a live event. The audience at the Grammys is 
primarily just part of the set. They are something to pan to, or place performers 
in front of. During the commercial breaks, there was not some continuation of 
the show as I had previously imagined. There were no additional awards given, 
no secret performances, no warm-up comics or up-and-coming bands to keep 
the audience engaged. Nope. They cut to commercial, turned the cameras off 
and the whole thing ground to a halt. It was a total stop. Over and over and over 
again. When the commercials finished, the disembodied voices instructed the 
audience to return to their seats as the show was about to begin again. Every 
time this happened, I felt as if we were being carefully stage-managed. I found 
myself saying, “Thank you, one minute” just as if I were in a show, getting a call 
for places from a stage manager.

The cameras showed the real show. We found it was almost impossible to stay 
focused on the actual people. Instead, we watched the screens that broadcast 
the close-ups. It was “live” but we often watched the video instead. After all, the 
performers are shooting a TV show, not giving their audience an experience. 
Those onstage look directly into cameras, act for the camera, dance for the cam-
era, sing for the camera. The glamour is for the TV viewer, not the people in the 
room.

And what about the people in the room? The audience rushed back to their 
seats for the camera. And throughout the building, the audience members were 
creating their own glamour. Throughout the evening (and the afternoon – this 
experience began at 3pm) the audience spent most of their time on their 
phones, taking selfies, taking photos of what they were watching and then 
tweeting, Instagramming and Facebooking those images. I saw a man take pho-
tos of the screen of Lady Gaga singing and then post them, claiming he’d been 
THIS close to Lady Gaga. The glamour is created not just by the event organiz-
ers but by all the participants as well.

Myself included. Listen – an event like this has social currency. The woman next 
to me who brayed out her commentary throughout the night (“He’s fat.” “She’s 
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skinny.” “She looks rough.” “That suit looks better on him.” “She’s old.” “Who’s 
that?”) will get her Facebook likes just like the rest of us. Her visit to the Grammys 
will earn her the ears of her peers, who will get all of her thoughts (inane they may 
be.) She may be a hit at her next cocktail party. But I’m no better – I may have 
more awareness of the social currency that I’m collecting in this scenario – and 
rather than tell you who is fat and who is skinny, I’m telling you how this glamour 
stuff is all bullshit – but I recognize that even exposing the glamour of such an 
event gets a little bit of glamour on me.

I may relish in telling you how incredibly weird it is to watch someone who has 
JUST won a Grammy award be compelled to sit on the floor of the Madison 
Square Garden concessions hall to eat her burger because, like the rest of us, she 
was not allowed to leave between the two ceremonies. I may get some weird cyni-
cal charge out of revealing how watching about eight hours of award show is 
about as exciting as watching any well-oiled machine do its thing. I mean – yeah, a 
widget making machine is pretty cool and smooth but it’s not terribly human. It’s 
just clean and precise and a lot of professionals did their jobs efficiently and got 
the stuff made. I may get a little pleasure out of pulling back the curtain on the 
man pulling the levers to create the Great and Powerful illusion.

As an artist interested in authenticity, exposing the clockworks of such a thing is 
one of my specialties, as is digging in to unexamined underlying mythologies. But I 
recognize that simply by being in a room that people perceive as glamorous, I get 
a secondary glamour boost even if the actual event was like watching widgets get 
made. But once I get some glamour on me, people who know me get a little glam-
our on them, too. It doesn’t even matter that it’s all an illusion, does it? Or does it?

If you watched the Grammys this year, you may have noticed how few women 
were nominated and how only one won during the TV show portion of the event. 
The Grammys have a gender problem. The music industry has a gender problem. 
And has had for some time. Probably forever. If you don’t know this yet, you 
haven’t been paying attention. (*Sure is curious this pattern of teen girls paired 
with middle aged men to make hit records! I bet there’s no predatory behavior in 
those dynamics, no sir!*) What’s funny, though, to the point of absurdity, is how the 
Recording Academy President, Neil Portnow responded to the questions about 
this after the ceremony. He said:

5

“It has to begin with… women who have the creativity in their hearts and souls, who want to be musi-
cians, who want to be engineers, producers, and want to be part of the industry on the executive 
level… [They need] to step up because I think they would be welcome. I don’t have personal experi-
ence of those kinds of brick walls that you face but I think it’s upon us — us as an industry — to make 
the welcome mat very obvious, breeding opportunities for all people who want to be creative and pay-
ing it forward and creating that next generation of artists.”

The range of ways this statement is absurd is so wide. All I could do when I 
heard it was laugh and look forward to the moment when this guy gets his inevi-
table comeuppance. How is it possible that, after all these months of watching 
the movie industry implode, that he is still so clueless?

But at the heart of his cluelessness lies the biggest glamouring of all. That illu-
sion is not the lights or the costumes or the TV trickery but an underlying as-
sumption. The Big Glamour is that the Grammys are a meritorious, equitable 
and ultimate arbiter of the best in music. The glamour this guy has over his eyes 
has him convinced that the Grammys prove that the best music wins Grammys 
because, look, all the people who won them are great! They have awards! His 
glamour tells him that the best people in music work within the “industry” and 
that those people voted and out of all the music recorded in the world, they 
chose the very best. And if no women were nominated that’s because no 
women were the best this year. He knows that’s true because they weren’t nomi-
nated. The glamour over his eyes prevents him from seeing the machine that 
churns out market-tested beats under algorithmically satisfactory melodies. His 
job depends on him never seeing the inequities, the audience-optimized pack-
aging or the cross-marketing motivations that take precedence over art. His job 
depends on his never losing the glamour that keeps him from seeing sexism, 
racism, ableism and ageism at work. And his glamour is the glamour that CBS 
broadcasts around the world.

The big glamour is convincing the world that this contest is actually significant, 
that it represents the interests of music, rather than the interests of a handful of 
multi-national conglomerates that continue to control the distribution of music. 
Even though technology has made the means of production more available to 
more people, thus allowing more people than ever before to record music, the 
Grammys continue to promote the music that comes through their usual (and 
ever narrowing) channels.

The big glamour is convincing all of us that winning a Grammy is the pinnacle of 
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a very narrow band of people. It’s a nod of acceptance from a privileged few. But it 
is not the real achievement. Making good music is the real achievement. The 
Grammy is a nice piece of metal on a stand. And a useful marketing tool. It is a 
useful bit of glamour if you’re trying to sell your album. In this attention-saturated 
world, getting a glamour boost like this is very significant. And I want for every mu-
sician I know to win one so they can get the glamour that will translate to sales 
and streams and so on. A Grammy gives you a thick layer of glamour that you 
maybe can capitalize on. Maybe.

What I saw at Madison Square Garden had nothing to do with music as I know it. 
It had nothing to do with the music I make or the music that people I love make. 
The only moments that seemed connected to my actual experience of music hap-
pened in the ceremony earlier in the day. While that “Premiere Ceremony” also 
seemed to be built for the audience that was watching elsewhere (it was live 
streamed and filmed like a TV show) there were a handful of performances that ac-
tually brought music into the room. India.Arie. Taj Mahal and Keb’ Mo’. Jazzmeia 
Horn. Those moments felt like a breath of fresh air in a weirdly corporate environ-
ment. All day, I felt as if I were at a sales event and what I was being sold was the 
thing I’d already bought. I’d bought that the Grammys were a meaningful prestig-
ious glamorous event. And it is one piece of glamour after another.

The fairy in me knows when I’m being glamoured and I was glamoured all day 
long. Sometimes I saw some actual gold shining through the fairy shine but I left 
my journey to the Grammy fairy hills exhausted and baffled. How is it possible that 
all these mega media award shows have us all fooled? And for so long? The Gram-
mys celebrated their 60th anniversary this year. Is that 60 years of worldwide glam-
ouring? It’s possible.

And this Grammy glamouring feels awfully similar to the packaging of politicians 
and the news and is it possible that being habitually glamoured led to our fairy 
gold president? What can I do to become more awake to the work of mischievous 
fairies? And how do I help my friends see through the glamour in their eyes?

This woman won a 
Grammy earlier in the day 
and then had to sit on the 
floor to eat her burger just 
like the rest of us. 
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Art, Entertainment 
and SpongeBob SquarePants

My friend told me about some friends of hers who came to see her dance per-
formance and were clearly pretty baffled by it. She didn’t take this personally be-
cause she understood that these friends of hers had no experience of contempo-
rary dance or art in general.

What was ironic about these folks with no art experience was that they were con-
vinced they were dedicated arts supporters. They went to tons of Broadway 
shows after all; They thought themselves very artistically literate. My friend tried 
to explain to them that Broadway wasn’t so much art as entertainment but they 
had no idea what she was talking about.

I think most Americans would have no idea what she was talking about. We con-
flate art and entertainment so dramatically that it is sometimes very hard to distin-
guish between the two. I have spent my entire life in the arts and am only now 
starting to work out the distinction. Art can be entertaining and entertainment 
can be artful but art and entertainment are not the same thing.

I suspect that if you come from a country with funding and support for the arts, 
this distinction is obvious. The national theatres, state granted and council 
funded work are more likely to be art and the shows in commercial houses are 
entertainment. Done and dusted. Sometimes there’s crossover but it’s mostly 
clear. Here, where we have no state theatre, no national arts, there is little to no 
distinction. Maybe at the margins you can find consensus. We might be able to 
agree that amusement park shows and cruise ships are entertainment and 
avant-garde performance in a gallery space is art – but as those two things ap-
proach one another, things start to get muddy.

The distinction can be muddy for people who work in Arts and Entertainment as 
well. When you think of yourself as working in The Business (as in Show Busi-
ness) and The Industry (as in The Entertainment Industry) you approach your 
work in one way. If you think of yourself as working in The Arts, you are likely to 
approach it another way. Even if what you are doing is fundamentally the same. 
Context is everything. If I sing a song on a cruise ship, it is Entertainment. Even if 
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I sing it artfully, it is still entertainment. If I sing that very same song in a contem-
porary dance performance, it’s art. Same material, same artist, different genre 
entirely. For many performers, there is no distinction and no need to make one. 
And perhaps that’s true for audiences, too.

But asking these categories to do one another’s jobs makes for an anemic art 
climate. In a capitalist culture, entertainment consumes art, like giant multi-
national banks gobbling up local ones. Entertainment grows and expands while 
art starves and diminishes. People start to expect art to make money, to boost 
the economy, to create an insatiable demand for tickets. And while that may 
work for Broadway, for entertainment – it will never work for art. Art is not moti-
vated by money. Art is after something else. Art is concerned with a dramati-
cally different range of values. It won’t be a good return on your investment. If it 
IS a good return on your investment, odds are good, it’s probably not art, really. 
There are exceptions, of course. But very few.

I am pretty clear that I am pursuing art. I enjoy entertainment as much as the 
next person but art is my goal, my purpose, my raison d’etre. I mean, true, 
there is no business like show business, like no business I know. I agree that 
you can nowhere get that special feeling as when you’re stealing that extra 
bow. Applause is exhilarating and intoxicating and I am delighted to receive it 
any chance I get. But – for me, applause without art feels hollow. I’d rather do 
without applause than reckon with that emptiness.

And so we need to talk about SpongeBob SquarePants, the Musical. When I 
heard it was opening, I laugh/cried so hard at the absurdity of the 
world. SpongeBob SquarePants is not art. It’s on Broadway. It is theatre. But 
it’s not art, y’all. Not even close. No matter how much the Creative Team tries 
to convince us otherwise.

Tina Landau, former director of Steppenwolf Theatre (art,) writer of multiple the-
atrical works (art,) directed SpongeBob SquarePants and in a promotional 
video declares that this show is what we need now. America needs SpongeBob 
SquarePants The Musical, she suggests. Everyone on the creative team 
seemed to echo this sentiment of significance and importance in this video. 
Everyone was on message and seemed to be trying to convince us that this 
was a great artistic triumph.

And maybe SpongeBob SquarePants, The Musical is amazing. The cartoon is 
very entertaining, I concede. Critics seem to love the musical (“It’s not that 
bad!” read one review I read) but even if it is artfully done, it is not art, it is not 
important, it is not what America needs now. It may be what Tina Landau, for-
merly a director of art, needs right now – like she needs a summer house, so 
she’s directing a mega show based on a lucrative licensed cartoon figure affili-
ated with a multi-national corporation. And that is fine. I do not begrudge Tina 
Landau being able to buy a house – not many theatre directors can do that, es-
pecially female ones. But I do begrudge her trying to convince us that Sponge-
Bob is important, that SpongeBob is art. It’s not. It’s just not. I’m not saying it’s 
not entertaining or not well done – I’m saying it’s not art and I resent every sin-
gle piece of media that equates it with things that are actually art. I saw multi-
ple Best of New York Theatre 2017 lists and most of them featured Sponge-
Bob and I didn’t see any with Indecent on them – which was the single most 
relevant piece of theatrical art I’ve seen in decades. SpongeBob is selling well 
and Indecent closed – twice. Entertainment sells like hotcakes. And Art is food 
for the soul and awfully hard to sell in mass quantities.

As an antidote to the entertainment-heavy world I live in, I’ve been reading the 
writings of Tadeusz Kantor, painter and theatremaker from Poland. He sits 
firmly in the art camp. He rails against the stultification that can come from thea-
tre buildings. He bemoans the theatre’s move toward professionalism – toward 
codification and art strangulation. He would not be confused about the land-
scape we have here in America. He would not let the existence of SpongeBob 
SquarePants make him feel despair about his own work. His work has nothing 
to do with SpongeBob. And mine doesn’t either.
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For me the distinction between art and entertainment comes down to a simple 
question. That question is related to Kantor’s history. During World War II, it was 
illegal to make theatre in Poland. He did it anyway, in a basement – risking death 
for his art.

The question I ask myself if I’m wondering if something is art or not is. “Would 
someone perform this in a basement in the middle of a war?” “Would someone 
put this on in their attic at great personal risk?”

I have a long list of shows I cannot imagine in a secret war torn basement 
and SpongeBob is right at the top of that list.

So why is this important? Am I just splitting linguistic and categorical hairs here? 
The American Theatrical landscape has always been thus. Let’s look at 1922. 
Alongside the premiers of Six Characters in Search of an Author, The Hairy 
Ape and The God of Vengeance were also plays called: Hunky Dory and Hitchy-
Koo of 1922. There’s nothing new in the crass work presented alongside the sub-
lime. It is perhaps our national impulse to sit entertainment side by side with art.

We once had national organizations to help foster and develop art. The Federal 
Theatre Project in the 30s and the development of regional theatres in the 60s. But 
now, due to the eliding of categories and things like enhancement deals, a regional 
theatre is much more likely to produce an entertainment than some art. There are 
very few places that foster the growth of art, independent from the rules of the en-
tertainment business.

With no distinction made between art and entertainment, the Boards of theatre 
companies continue to make choices that privilege entertainment and the theatre’s 
bottom line. And there’s absolutely nothing in place to stop them doing that. On a 
smaller, more personal scale, artists who make ART are often made to feel that 
what they do has no value because it does not make a lot of money. Look at the 
concept of “making it.” “Making It” is a Show Business concept – not really an ar-
tistic one. But that doesn’t stop every artist I know from feeling bad about how 
much or little they have “made it.” Without a distinction between The Business 
and The Art, artists will relentlessly beat themselves up for failing to meet criteria 
that has nothing to do with their actual raison d’etre.

Artists can start to feel bad that they can’t make a piece of work that “America 
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needs right now” because they can’t bring themselves to make something 
like SpongeBob. This could be mortally wounding to American art if we don’t 
start to make some distinctions and some adjustments to the 
field. SpongeBob and Kantor’s The Dead Class are technically the same 
medium. 

Naked Boys Singing and The Bald Soprano are both theatre. Is it any wonder 
people don’t want to support the arts? They think because they spent $150 a 
head to see School of Rock or Kinky Boots that they’ve done their bit. But they 
haven’t. They’ve paid $150 a ticket to be entertained. And the arts continue to 
languish unrecognized and underfunded.

There is a sort of Venn Diagram of Art and Entertainment. They overlap, for cer-
tain – but some things are clearly one or the other, while others sit squarely in 
the middle, as both. We fund and support the entertainment circle, including 
the bit that overlaps with art, while the Art circle is only supported where it 
overlaps with entertainment. This is not good for art, obviously. But is also not 
good for entertainment which benefits profoundly from that overlap. For the 
sake of our cultural health, we need to start making distinctions so we don’t let 
art get left behind.

Entertainment Art

Entertaining  
Art

Artful 
Entertainment

12



10

Keith Richards Wouldn’t Worry 
About His Bra

Like magic, a sparkly pink electric guitar came into my life a few months ago. It 
came to me with no amp, no chords, no case – just its sparkly pink self. And even 
though I’ve played guitar for a couple of decades, I had never played an electric 
before. It was a whole new world. I learned power chords, y’all. Before I started 
messing around with this, I did not even know what power chords were. I think I 
thought they were just regular chords you played real loud. I was stunned to real-
ize that a lot of what all those big hair guitar dudes were doing on TV was not actu-
ally that hard. It was a whole lot easier than the finger-picking folk guitar I was 
used to, at least.

Anyway – the guitar was one thing. But then I got an amp.

I had been playing plugged in to my computer– and you know, it was cool – but 
when I got an amp, well, the whole world just cracked wide open. And it wasn’t 
just the amp, y’all – no. See, what happened was, on the morning my amp arrived 
and I plugged in, my in-house sound guy helped me set it up. He turned some di-
als. He nodded when I played some power chords. And then he turned up the vol-
ume.

The apartment is small. There are neighbors in every direction. But he turned up 
the volume to LOUD. And when I played, I giggled with so much rebellious glee. I 
mean – is this okay? What if I upset someone with my neophyte electric stylings? 
And then suddenly, I really didn’t care if I upset anyone. I felt the power of playing 
loud, no matter my skill. I didn’t have to be the best player in the world to turn that 
amp up and play loud. I could be the worst and still play loud. That’s the gift of 
rock n roll guitar, in fact. And it is a powerful gift.

This is an experience I want every woman to have. I want every woman to have 
the opportunity to have her sound amplified beyond other people’s comfort level, 
maybe even beyond her own comfort level.

At a Shakespeare panel discussion years ago, I remember Liev Schrieber talking 
about how transformative it had been for him to play Hamlet. He said he 
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thought that everyone should get to play Hamlet once. He didn’t think we 
should have to see them all, because that would be awful – but everyone 
should get the chance to do it. I think everyone should get a chance to play 
Hamlet and ALSO everyone should get a chance to play an amplified electric 
guitar. (Maybe even at the same time. Go crazy!)

Playing like this is so antithetical to my feminine socialization that it is both chal-
lenging and exhilarating. It feels like seizing the reins of male power that I had 
never had access to before.

There are a lot of reasons that guitar playing can feel like a masculine kingdom 
to which I am not entitled. For example, I cannot think of a single guitar shop 
I’ve ever been in that was not populated almost entirely by men. Nor can I think 
of one where I felt completely welcome. I am always an interloper in male terri-
tory in a guitar shop.

But – in discovering the thrill of playing loudly and not particularly well, I felt like 
I understood something about male privilege that translates across media. A 
dude playing electric guitar loudly and badly is like a clueless mansplaining 
dude at a meeting; he’s not worried about how he sounds, he’s just enjoying the 
power of his amplified voice. And now that I’ve played my electric guitar loudly 
and badly, I too understand how I might enjoy being bold and loud in uncertain 
circumstances. It will be harder to turn down my volume than it once was and I 
may be less concerned about saying exactly the right thing. Turn me up, y’all. 
I’m ready to rock.

Are you wondering what Keith Richards has to do with this?  
Well, the same morning I played loud for the first time, my in-house sound guy 
took a little video of my amp’s first outing. I objected to this video, when I saw 
it, as I was still in my pajamas, my hair was a mess and I was not wearing a bra. 
And then my kick-ass, supportive, rock n roll sound guy asked me, “Would 
Keith Richards worry about his bra?”

And the answer is of course not. Keith Richards does not care what he looks 
like.

Most guitar rockers are similarly disinclined to style or grooming. And almost all 
guitar rockers are men who, of course, have no bras to worry about. That is 
rock n roll male privilege, man. But rather than rail about it, I’m going to turn up 
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my amp and channel it. 

I might worry about my bra sometimes but whenever possible, I want to access 
the loud, messy, imperfect soul of a male rocker with endless swagger and a reck-
less audacity. I want us all to feel that sense. May we all have the opportunity to 
speak Hamlet’s perspicacious text and play Keith Richard’s bra-less rock n roll life-
style loud.

15

Spotify for Good Or Ill. 
For Good and Ill.

For a little while, I felt righteous and superior because I didn’t have or use Spotify. I 
knew their reputation for underpaying artists and felt I had the moral high ground 
by not participating in it. But then I saw it in action. I saw how it was an incredible 
library of music. I saw how it was more expansive than any music library I had ever 
spent time in (and I have spent time in a few.) It is an incredible resource. And 
while it fails to do it adequately, it does, unlike many other platforms, attempt to 
give back to the artists in its library.

I think Spotify is actually a useful example of an increasingly urgent crisis point de-
veloping in our new modern world. It has all the good and all the bad rolled up in 
one.

For the good: As a person who cares about music, Spotify offers a world I would 
never have access to without it. While researching material for my children’s book, 
I explored the music of Mesopotamia, Somalia, Lithuania, Sudan, Iran and more. 
All of which was available to me within seconds. That so much music of the world 
is at my fingertips is an absolute miracle of the modern age. My new favorite artist, 
thanks to exploring on Spotify, is a Malian woman who lives in France.

Is it possible I could have stumbled upon her at a local record shop? Sure. That’s 
how I fell in love with Cuban hip-hop band, The Orishas, and got into Afro-
Peruvian music – by hearing them played at The Tower Records I was browsing in.

But. Tower Records is gone and my CD player isn’t even plugged in anymore. I 
don’t think we’re going back – even if there is a revitalization of vinyl and the kids 
listen to cassettes ironically or whatever – I don’t think Tower Records is coming 
back. I think we now have to reckon with a digital musical world. For good or ill. 
For good and ill.

The ill is how Spotify‘s dominance in music means the extreme diminishment of 
musicians. People don’t buy albums of music anymore because they don’t have 
to. Why pay for something when you can hear it on demand for free? It’s easier, 
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unintended consequences. Spotify has played a giant role in the elimination of 
the musician middle class. The CEO of Spotify is now a billionaire. People who 
once could make a living from music have had to stop. This means that the 
bulk of money being made on music is coming from one of the three remaining 
record corporations – and most of the hit songs are written by the same hand-
ful of guys.

While music still means big money for those corporations, it is not good for mu-
sic as a whole. And Spotify’s business model makes it worse. The music it 
pushes via its individualized playlists are the songs paid for by the corpora-
tions. Spotify suggests what the corporations pay it to suggest. Playlists are 
how Spotify makes the wheels turn. When someone puts you on a popular 
playlist – that’s when the wheels start turning. So what is the solution? Opt out 
of Spotify? You could. But at this point, it’s like opting out of an iPhone or so-
cial media. It’s not unheard of – but I’m not sure it makes much difference. In a 
way, the die has been cast. The musician middle class is already decimated.

Can we count on a corporation to do the right thing? I doubt it.

Should we shame people into buying music they don’t want to own? I see peo-
ple trying that strategy and it doesn’t seem to work. I also feel like maybe the 
notion of owning music in the first place is kind of odd. We’re trying to down-
size our things and our environmental footprint, right? Consume less. Make 
less plastic, etc. So. No. Shaming people into buying instead of streaming 
doesn’t seem like a great way to proceed.

It seems to me that aren’t a lot of good options here….and this problem isn’t 
just with music – this is for so many other things. But as Jaron Lanier pointed 
out – musicians (and journalists) are the canaries in the coal mine. In the last 
year or so, we’ve seen a revitalization of journalist outlets – but I don’t expect 
that that surge is a lasting change and I don’t know if such a thing is possible 
for music. I think this moment probably calls for a radical restructuring of how 
we do everything. Idea: a Universal Basic Income – everyone can have all the 
music they want for free if musicians could live and create without worrying 
about basic survival.

One of Jaron Lanier’s books offered a technological solution – and I’m not a 
technologist so I don’t have an idea of how this would actually work - but he 
proposed that digital code include a little tag back to the creator of that thing 

it’s less fussy, you can just listen to everything you love in one place. Why would 
you pay when you don’t have to? And many a listener comforts their feeling of 
guilt at listening via Spotify by thinking about Spotify’s pay per listen situation. 
They’re thinking – well, an artist is getting compensated every time I listen to a 
song. Having recently joined Spotify as an artist, I too, thought I’d be pulling in a 
little bit of something that way. But Spotify doesn’t tell you how much you’ll get. 
When they gave me my artist page, they said nothing about money. From my 
band’s previous digital distribution deal, I know we once made .01 per listen. It’s 
doubled now to .02.

I read about an artist who just retired from music. Her quarterly statement was for 
around 14,000 streams and she made around $15. My digital distributor just sent 
me my first earnings statement for my current music on multiple platforms. For 
126 streams, I made 55 cents. It’s going to be a long long time until I pay off the 
$20 per album I spent to be on the digital platform. And to keep an album on Spo-
tify next year, I’ll need to pay double what I paid this year. It is definitely a money 
losing proposition to be there.

As an artist on Spotify, I love that it tells me where people are listening. It delights 
me to know that, this month, people in Sweden, New Zealand, Japan, Singapore, 
Vietnam, South Africa, Finland and more are listening to stuff I recorded in my liv-
ing room. That is very cool. It makes me feel like a citizen of the larger world. Spo-
tify has a way of making the world smaller.

That smallness of the world is one of the major changes the digital age has 
brought us. We can’t pretend that what we do in our small corner of the world 
doesn’t have an impact elsewhere. Donny Twimp is happening to everyone all over 
the world – not just us Americans. Those who voted for Brexit might be said to 
have voted for a return to their pre-digital village life. Perhaps they wanted to re-
turn to a world where they could pretend that only those within their immediate 
area mattered. But there is no putting this global genie back in the bottle, for good 
or ill, for good or ill, for good and ill.

That’s why the “America First” idea is so absurd (not to mention a slogan from the 
Nazis in America during actual Nazi time.) Anything that happens here, happens 
everywhere just the way a company like Spotify, started in Sweden, can change 
the entire landscape of music in the world. We have to figure out a way to em-
brace the wonders and the ease of this new emerging world and also support the 
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We are in a very sticky situation and have been for some time. Me? I look to the 
people who were part of creating the digital world  to help us out of it. They are 
at the forefront of both recognizing what trouble we’re in and offering ideas 
about how to fix it. For example, governmental regulation is very high on a lot 
of their lists.

New York magazine just published this extraordinary article about all this 
called “The Internet Apologizes” and it is bracing and important reading. We 
don’t have to delete Facebook or Spotify or Amazon or Twitter or whatever – at 
least not yet – but we do have to figure out how to hold them accountable for 
the changes they create in our greater world. And we need to stay awake and 
aware and get really creative about how to have things like the world’s greatest 
music library without destroying the lives of some of the world’s greatest musi-
cians.

so that when that thing were shared or played or downloaded, its creators would 
see a bit of a return on that. There’s something about this idea that has really stuck 
with me, though I read the book years ago now. There is a sense of justice to it 
that we don’t have in the current model of things. More and more things that we 
used to have to pay for are now free for us to use. We can listen to music for free 
on Spotify (and not just Spotify. Amazon, Google and Apple are now in the stream-
ing game as well.) We can use a free robot lawyer via DoNotPay. We can access 
therapy via digital therapists. We are entertained for free via YouTube or our trial 
subscription movie/TV services. We read our news for free (as long as we clear our 
caches.)

And once people can get a thing for free, they are then unlikely to pay for it. I don’t 
think we can expect people to suddenly start donating to their newspaper of 
choice or paying for TV shows. We’ve tried to fund the arts through crowdfunding 
but it’s about as effective as trying to crowdfund an entire nation’s healthcare. Sin-
gle companies have tremendous power to change the landscape of entire swaths 
of the world in record time. Spotify, a Swedish company, is making massive 
amounts of money while artist make massively less.

In my own artistic practice, I benefit greatly from a handful of extraordinary people 
who subsidize my work for the others who get it for free. It’s a bit like the Public 
Radio model – a handful of listeners donate so that the others can listen. My pa-
trons keep me going so I can live to write another day. Which might sound a little 
melodramatic – but that’s essentially what’s at stake. If you like music and like to 
be able to hear more than the manufactured beats of a handful of Euro dudes – 
you have to help keep those musicians alive. Dead musicians don’t make music. 
And hungry ones don’t make the best music they can. If there’s no money to be 
made in music, then your musicians will be too busy trying to scrounge up a living 
to be able to give you the music you love.

But what are we supposed to do? Spotify is a great way to hear music but it’s de-
stroying musical cultures around the world. Facebook is a great way to connect 
with the people we care about but it’s destroying our democracy. Amazon was 
once just a great way to get books your local bookseller couldn’t carry but now it’s 
destroying one brick and mortar business after another, gutting Main streets and 
shopping districts. It’s not as simple as deleting Facebook or not using Spotify be-
cause whatever digital behemoth we take down, another will rise in its place.

We are in a very sticky situation and have been for some time. Me? I look to the 



 Migraine 
and the F-ing Patriarchy

14

Warning: There’s a lot of swearing ahead. If swearing bothers you – just skip this 
one. There are very few sentences below without expletives. If you love swearing, 
keep going. This post is for you.

* 
This week, I watched a series of videos as part of the Migraine World Summit. One 
of the doctors asked a question that made me sit up and take notice. It was “What 
is the migraine trying to protect me from?”

I wrote it down. I decided I’d think about it, maybe write down some ideas, see 
what bubbled up in a long contemplative session with my pen. Maybe I’d uncover 
some deep secret about the migraines that came into my life in 2016. Maybe 
something about a food allergy or an environmental trigger. Maybe it’s my hor-
mones?

On my way to go do this, as I was walking, I just sort of casually asked myself, 
“What is the migraine trying to protect me from?” And the thought came through 
like a shout. It was “THE FUCKING PATRIARCHY!”

I laughed out loud in the middle of the street. Oh. Okay. I guess it’s the fucking pa-
triarchy – no long self-examination needed. I hear you. It’s the fucking patriarchy.

I can’t say I hadn’t thought of this before. My migraine situation kicked in in the 
summer of 2016 when the election was kicking up extraordinary misogynistic dust 
and I was sneezing a lot and every time I sneezed, shooting pains ran up the sides 
of my head.

But maybe it was my eyes? Maybe it’s my age? Maybe it’s the weather?

For almost two years, I’ve been wrestling with a mysterious migraine climate in my 
head, a world with seemingly no clear triggers, a world that has been disabling in 
many ways. Because I have been relatively healthy before this late onset patriar-
chy allergy, I have not been clear about how I want to talk about the experience. 
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Because the American Health Care system is an immoral mess and we’re living 
in a surveillance capitalist dystopia, it felt like maybe keeping my diagnosis un-
der wraps was the safest move.

But after listening to doctor after doctor on the Migraine World Summit describ-
ing the stigma their patients endure, I just can’t be quiet about this anymore. 
Not now that I know the migraine is trying to protect me from the fucking patriar-
chy.

“But Emily,” you may be saying, “how does a condition that compels you to 
stay home in a dark room with ice on your head protect you from the fucking 
patriarchy?”

Well, if I don’t go out into the fucking patriarchal world, my only exposure to it is 
what I let in via the internet and what not and even that is a little too much patri-
archy for me these days.

“But Emily,” you say, “this is crazy. Migraine is a neurological disorder that peo-
ple have had for as long as we have recorded history. It can’t be an allergy to 
the patriarchy, probably even some patriarchs got migraines!”

Well. Maybe those patriarchs were allergic to themselves. But seriously. I’m not 
saying everyone’s migraines are trying to protect them from the fucking patriar-
chy – but mine are.

“But Emily,” you say (and when I say you, I mean the part of me that is also re-
sisting this idea) “just because migraine is mysterious in its causes and mechan-
ics doesn’t mean you can just go attributing it to the fucking patriarchy. There 
are many possible factors, environmental conditions, foods, stress, etc.”

Yeah, see – it’s that stress component that makes me think it really could be the 
fucking patriarchy. Because you know what really stresses me out? The fucking 
patriarchy. I mean, sure, it always has – but before 2016, I really thought we 
were on a positive wave away from misogyny and sexism and the fucking patri-
archy. It was very stressful to realize that was not the case. And I’m thinking the 
migraine was like, you know what? Fuck this. We’re out. Take a break, let’s see 
if we can skip this fucking patriarchal clusterfuck that’s coming down the pike.

Would I prefer to not have the migraine protecting me? I would. I would rather 
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have strength and will and many pain free days to kick the doors of the fucking 
patriarchy down. However – the migraine just wants to protect me from the fuck-
ing patriarchy; it’s not a logical rational thing that can distinguish when the appro-
priate time to do this is.

One of the doctors in the summit described the migraine as the “Check Engine” 
light of the body. He described a car going down the highway and when it begins 
to overheat, you have to pull over, take it off the road and give your car a rest. In 
other words, migraine isn’t so much the problem as the response to a problem ei-
ther within a person or in the environment. The problem can be inside or outside. 
One doctor described the migraine brain as being a RESPONSIVE brain. It’s not 
just sensitive, it’s reactive.

That is, if the fucking patriarchy kicks into high gear all of a sudden in 2016, my 
migraine brain has a fucking response. When the fucking patriarchy is having the 
best couple of years it’s had in my lifetime, like it’s having a fucking patriarchal 
parade/rave/party, my brain will not allow me to go on, business as usual. The fact 
that I do not like the response, that the response is disabling and frustrating and 
all kinds of upsetting is a bit beside the point. My check engine light is on and I 
have to do something about it.

The difficulty is that this is not a diagnosis I can bring to my neurologist. 
“Do you have a sense of what brought this on?” 
“Uh, the fucking patriarchy?” 
I don’t think this would go over very well in my doctor’s office. And even if my doc-
tor was like, “Damn! Another patriarchy trigged migraine patient!” I’m not sure 
there’s much they could do about it. But the fact is, they can’t do much about it 
now.

Migraine is already woefully under-researched and underfunded. And the fact that 
75% of migraineurs are women suggests that the medical field tackling this al-
ready have their own battles with the fucking patriarchy. Probably adding “the 
Fucking Patriarchy” to the list of possible migraine triggers, next to red wine, aged 
cheese and cleaning products won’t really help our case.

For me, though, hearing directly from my body’s inner voice that it’s the fucking 
patriarchy really clears a lot of things up. And I start to realize that the stigma and 
risk around disclosing something like migraine is also a factor of the fucking
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patriarchy. The fucking patriarchy suggests we should all work ourselves to 
death, never acknowledge “weakness” of any kind, never have an unproduc-
tive minute. The fucking patriarchy is Jeff fucking Beauregard fucking Sessions 
the fucking Third telling people with chronic pain to just take an aspirin and get 
back to work and the entire fucking GOP who worked like hell to deprive mil-
lions of people of their health insurance. The fucking patriarchy thinks having 
health insurance is a fucking privilege – it thinks that only fucking wealthy 
white dudes should get to be healthy – and even then only when they “man 
up” and do the jobs they think are fucking macho enough.

But I digress. That’s one of the fucking symptoms of my fucking migraines – a 
lessening of my ability to focus, a brain fog, a blunting of my sharpness and an 
occasional swiss cheesing of my brain that happens when I try to deal with the 
fucking patriarchy.

And hey, all my fellow migraineurs (and there are a lot of you, I’m learning – 1 
in 7 people) I obviously have no idea if the fucking patriarchy has anything to 
do with your migraines the way it does mine but I don’t think it would do us 
any harm to blame it anyway. If for you it’s red wine or dehydration and not, 
say, the fucking patriarchy, I mean why not just get a kick in for the fucking pa-
triarchy. I don’t have a lot of hope that the fucking patriarchy is going down in 
my lifetime but I will happily kick it every chance I get.

When I’m lying in the dark with ice strapped to my head, fantasizing about a 
head removal service, I think I might just be able to muster a “and by the way, 
fuck you, patriarchy.” This morning, when I woke up with a different style of 
headache than I’m used to, one which I wasn’t sure was actually a migraine, I 
still blamed it on the fucking patriarchy. And you know what? I felt a lot better 
every time the words “fucking patriarchy” came out of my mouth. I blame the 
fucking patriarchy and I didn’t even care if this most recent headache was not 
its fault. But it probably was.
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A Great Idea for a Musical
(or what is Art? And Who Gets to Decide?)

16

A comment on my Art as Service post began this way: “I disagree with your theories 
about what is art and perhaps even what is service with art. I think the thing about art is that it has 
different meanings for different people.” And asked “Who gets to determine what is art and what is 
not? What is service and what is not?” which are good questions – even if it implies that it 
should definitely not be me who gets to determine such a thing.

The answer to these questions is that no one is determining anything. There is no 
line around art or service and just because I, a person on the internet said so, 
does not make it so. Unfortunately, I have not yet developed such an enviable su-
per power.

In the absence of strong boundaries in the world, I attempted to make some dis-
tinction between entertainment and art, not because I want to be mean to enter-
tainers but because I’m weary of watching artists suffer over the confusion. Since 
no one makes distinctions, the market also makes no distinction and capitalism 
just chews up art and entertainment and service all in one messy mouthful. Of 
course art means different things to different people but without a common distinc-
tion, artists suffer and diminish while corporate execs thrive. Without a line drawn, 
commercial art thrives while more esoteric art starves. Which is not to say that 
commercial theatre, for example, sucks. Some of it is very entertaining and artfully 
done. Just because I don’t think something is art doesn’t mean I think it’s bad or 
badly done or unprofessional or that I don’t want to see it. I love being entertained 
as much as anyone.

Art does not mean good. Entertainment does not mean bad. Entertainment can be 
great. Art can be terrible. Drawing a line between the two does not mean drawing 
a line between good and bad. It just means, for me, that we use different metrics 
for success in those two approaches. And listen, debate about this stuff has raged 
for centuries over wine, beer, cocktails, coffees and college cafeterias so I get that 
the “What is Art?” question can be controversial.

However, I’m very curious about why everything wants to be art. Why should 
we need SpongeBob SquarePants to be art? Why are we not satisfied to 
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have it be an entertaining piece of theatre? If you’re making tons of money, en-
tertaining people, having a great time, I don’t really understand why being an 
entertainment isn’t enough.

I have as much admiration for great entertainers as I do for artists. They’re just 
different flavors. One is strawberry ice cream, the other is coffee gelato. Both 
delicious. But I wouldn’t want one to be the other.

Part of the problem, I think is the word “art.” There are, problematically, two defi-
nitions. Etymologically speaking, art began as a way to say “skill.” The Greek 
word for art basically means craft, or skill. Commedia dell’ Arte was a popular 
entertainment of skill. They were skilled comedians. If someone used their art, 
they used their skills.

Round about the 19th century this other sense of art began to evolve – the 
sense of an artist as a person creating new and challenging work, as a sort of 
romantic expression of self and the universe and such. Art became an expres-
sion of something – a creation – an invention where once had been a blank 
page, stage or space. When I talk about art and artists, this is the sort of stuff I 
mean. I mean people who take what they are given to create something that 
challenges the status quo, that makes important inquiries into the human condi-
tion, that expresses something unique and untold where once there had been 
nothing.

The other form of art, the one that is skill and practice and rigor and craft and 
form is, of course, incredibly important – but I think of the person who crafts 
that as more of an artisan than artist.

Our American culture is profoundly confused by all these words. Take, for exam-
ple, the way advertising and marketing have co-opted the word artisanal to 
now be entirely meaningless. What once meant something crafted by hand by a 
skilled practitioner with care and attention is now readily applied to mass pro-
duced food products. You could get an “artisanal” bagel at Dunkin Donuts not 
long ago. I don’t know what that means. So what I’m trying to do in making dis-
tinctions is to point to the Dunkin Donutifying of art – that by making EVERY-
THING art, then NOTHING is art and words lose meaning and poof, there is no 
funding for the expressive artist anymore.

It might help to keep these strands of art in mind – the art of skill and the art of 
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expression/creation. Perhaps we need new words entirely – and the art that means 
skill – as in (Zen and) the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, as in foam art in coffees, 
as in balloon art and so on could be called one thing and the art that means inven-
tion and creation, as in what we hang in art museums and fund for the public 
good…that could have another name.

Having it all be the same thing is what prevents people with no experience of the 
arts from understanding why in the world we should support it, donate to it, give it 
public funding. They think, “I wouldn’t pay my barista extra for putting a swan on 
top of my coffee – I mean, maybe I’d tip her a dollar or something – but why 
should my taxes support the arts if anything could be art? After all, I just spent 
over a thousand dollars to take my family to see that show on Broadway. I did my 
bit.” (See also my post on “We Support the Arts.” Buying tickets for Broadway 
shows is not support.)

Anyway – I tend to think of entertainers as being particularly incredible artisans. 
The Broadway chorus boy may not be an artist (in my definition) but his skill at do-
ing complex jumps and turns is remarkable. He is an artist in the same sense that 
the barista who has spent decades perfecting the perfect foam swan is. It’s arte. 
He’s an entertainer with incredible arte.

And if an artist, say, a choreographer, created a show that required a chorus of 
such artisans, they would be participating in the manifestation of that artistic expe-
rience. Likewise – if the artist, the choreographer, required a chorus of swan-
making baristas, they too would be part of the manifestation of that artwork.

And I suppose this is where the service component comes in. So let’s back this 
up. Let’s say this artist, this choreographer wants to make a dance featuring a cho-
rus of Broadway dancers and a flock of skilled baristas for his piece. He intends to 
make a piece of art. Why he wants to do it is what I was trying to point to in my art 
as service blog. He could want to simply get an idea in his head out in the world. 
He could want to see his thoughts reflected onstage. He could want a good review 
in the New York Times so his father will finally love him. And/or he could want to 
be of service to an audience in some way – to change the way they see the world, 
to shift some dynamic in the world, to simply be a voice for the unheard baristas of 
the world.

That’s what I mean by service.
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What’s tricky, I think, especially for performers, in terms of understanding this, is 
that performers are often really in service to everything they do. A singer is in 
service to the song. An actor is in service to the play, a dancer is in service to the 
dance. They are artisans in service to the art, so of course this notion of there 
being art without a service component is actually baffling to a performer. They 
are in constant service.

And I expect it doesn’t help a performer to make distinctions between art and 
entertainment. In fact, it could be a hindrance. I remember once helping one of 
my actor friends run her lines for a terrible film. I mean, the dialogue was appall-
ing and absolutely nothing of interest happened in it. I was deeply impressed by 
how much respect and attention my friend gave this wretched dialogue. It’s part 
of how I came to realize that I didn’t have it in me to really chase after an acting 
career. I loved/love to perform but I didn’t have the capacity to ignore terrible 
content. I could not put myself in service to anything or anyone that I did not be-
lieve in 100%. This is kind of a big liability for a performer.

For me, because I am creative in a number of different ways, I will often make 
distinctions between the part of art I’m practicing. When I’m creating something 
from scratch, beginning from a blank page, blank canvas, blank stage, I am a 
generative artist. When I am performing something someone else created, I am 
an interpretive artisan. The two impulses feel very different for me and there are 
times when I can only manage one and not the other. After the 2016 elections, 
for example, I had no capacity for creating anything new and could really only 
sing other people’s songs. Sometimes there is blurriness, sure. If I invent a whole 
new way of performing a song, that feels like I’m blurring the lines between gen-
erating and interpreting but still, I tend to make a distinction.

Fundamentally, I am talking about that blank page – about how a piece begins. 
That is where I am hoping to make the distinction between art and entertainment 
especially clear. That is – if a piece begins in a corporate boardroom, it is very 
likely not art. If, say, at Microsoft’s headquarters a bunch of execs sit around and 
say, “Hey, what if we got in on this Broadway market? I’ve been thinking Clippy 
the Musical would really make us a lot of money and give us some ironic legiti-
macy.”

The subsequent Clippy the Musical will not be art. Not even if they hire Tony 
Kushner to write the book, Bjork to write the music and Laurie Anderson to write 
the lyrics. Not even if they get Taylor Mac to direct it. Not that I’d begrudge any 
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of those artists making a little bit of corporate money – but Clippy the Musi-
cal would still be a corporate property cashing in on a possibly lucrative market.

Now Clippy the Musical may sound silly but that is essentially how 9 out of 10 mu-
sicals are born. SpongeBob SquarePants is owned by Nickelodeon, which is 
owned by Viacom. Viacom is the real winner here. Most Broadway musicals don’t 
come from a writer or composer sitting in a room struck by inspiration. Most musi-
cals begin at the corporate level. Whomever owns the rights to Pretty 
Woman hired an agent to hire them a team of writers and a director and they all 
got paid to give us Pretty Woman, the Musical. (Lord help us!)

There are those who will find this corporate exercise entertaining and I do not be-
grudge any writer, dancer, actor or singer the opportunity to make a bit of money 
for a change. I’m not saying it shouldn’t exist or that we shouldn’t enjoy it. Clippy 
the Musical might be delightful with the right people making it.

Let’s just not call it art, okay? That’s all I’m asking. But of course, the choice is up 
to you. You can call it whatever you want. I don’t “get to” decide anything more 
than anyone else does – but I’m hoping that being a little more circumspect about 
what we call art might lead to the culture beginning to value work outside of the 
corporate purview a little bit more. About the only thing art, as I define it, has going 
for it, is a kind of romanticism and a hint of respectability. I’d love to see the peo-
ple who create something from nothing in their rooms (or studios or wherever), 
those who get inspiration from the world or the gods or whatever and not the cor-
porate paycheck, get just a little something for their trouble.

29

Why I’m Thinking About 
Lullabies So Much

There was news of a juvenile detention center, where horrific abuses of immigrant 
children had happened. It’s happening in many places – but this one was in a town 
twenty minutes from where I grew up. It was in the same town that my play (about 
a community in the midst of an immigration clamp down) might have been pro-
duced had I made it out of the finals. I asked myself: What would I do if I was there 
in that place? How could I respond if I lived in that small town? And I thought – 
well, I guess I’d go sit outside and sing lullabies to those kids locked up in there.

Why lullabies? Children who’ve been separated from their parents are traumatized 
and a lot of the things I’ve read suggest that protestors going and shouting only 
makes things scarier for them. They have no way of knowing the shouting is in sup-
port of them. A lullaby is the most basic expression of support and safety. Those 
kids mothers’ would want them to at least be able to be soothed or go to sleep.

A few years ago, a friend told me she wished I was nearby so I could sing some 
lullabies to her son. So I recorded the songs she wished I was there to sing and 
after meeting her son, I wrote one especially for him. As more babies were born to 
my friends, I have written more lullabies for those children and each of them was 
directly connected to that particular child and their parents. A good lullaby can 
speak directly to the unique bond between parents and children as they go 
through the rituals of going to sleep.

I thought – maybe I should learn a lullaby or two in Spanish, add it to the repertoire 
and have it at the ready should I ever need to go sing outside a detention center. I 
wondered what a separated family would want to hear or would want to sing. And 
then a song just floated by me and I caught it. I had not intended to write a song 
for lost children but I imagined what a mother would sing to a child who was lost, 
if she couldn’t be there herself. And so there was a song.

Simultaneously, I can’t stop thinking about Salman Rushdie’s novel, Midnight’s 
Children,and how all of the kids, born at the moment of India’s Independence, 
share a common bond, a common thread and are connected telepathically 
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I thought – these separated children are like that – torn from their families in the 
same awful time and all the experts say that reuniting them with their families will 
be next to impossible. But maybe they’ll somehow find each other in ten years – 
and that is, children will find other likewise traumatized children and there will be a 
powerful uprising of spirit. Maybe there will be a Central American Saleem who 
connects them. I don’t know – that’s a YA novel or TV series down the road. But 
how could they come together, what could unite them? Probably music, I thought.

Anyway – I recorded the song that came to me, set it up to donate proceeds to 
the Women’s Refugee Commission. I asked my friend in Uruguay to help me trans-
late into Spanish and figured I’d just record that (maybe with her) when we fin-
ished. I’d learn a few Spanish songs, record them, maybe sing them somewhere 
and that would be extend of it.

I swear I thought I was mostly done with this. But then I thought of activists 
around the country outside of foster centers and camps and god knows where 
and thought wouldn’t it be great if we had an album of lullabies they could sing or 
play for the children inside.

And then I thought – even better – we get the parents to record the lullabies they 
sing to their children and play THOSE outside centers. Because there is no sound 
in the world more powerful to anyone than the sound of their parents’ voices. They 
are our first sounds. Their lullabies are our closest link to them. Perhaps it could 
even help to re-unite a family or two.

I was about to tweet out a request that people record separated parents’ lullabies 
– even just on the voice apps on their phones and send them to me and then I’d 
make an album of Lullabies for Lost Children.

But then I realized how enormous such a project could become. There are thou-
sands of missing children (or missing parents, depending on which side you’re sit-
ting on.) And it’s not just this current crisis either. Families are separated around 
the world and I suddenly wanted a lullaby bank where we stored lullabies world-
wide and helped bring together the singer and the sung to.

Anyway – I don’t (yet) have the resources for a lullaby bank and I’m not Alan Lo-
max so I’m not trained in collecting songs from people. But perhaps the next Lo-
max is out there and maybe someone with more resources than me and better, 

more mobile recording equipment than I have, wants to help me make this hap-
pen.

But meanwhile, if you know someone who has been separated from their family, 
maybe ask if you can record them singing a lullaby they sang their child. I’ll happily 
be the custodian of such a treasure until such time as the treasures grow beyond 
my scope.

For now…I’ll continue my project of learning Spanish lullabies but I hope one day 
to get to hear lullabies in indigenous languages and in Syrian Arabic and sub-
Saharan African languages as well. And I will continue to hope that the music 
really could bring people together. Given that so many millions of people around 
the world listened to “Despacito”, for example, we could probably reach someone. 
Even one re-united family would be worth it.
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The Change, The Phone Booth 
and a Sense of Doom

On my 40th birthday, I was struck with a sudden and horrifying sense of fatalism. I 
figured I’d over-absorbed the cultural preference for young women, that I’d over-
attached my sense of self-worth to my youth, even though I thought I knew better. 
I figured that the reason I felt like I was turning 80 instead of 40 was because I’d 
skipped the mandated mother stage and just went straight from maiden to crone.

Then, recently, on a podcast, the guest mentioned that “a sense of impending 
doom” was a very common experience for women going through what used to be 
euphemistically called The Change.

Now – a lot of us have a sense of impending doom these days, what with the politi-
cal landscape looking like it’s auditioning for a post-apocalyptic B movie, but my 
sense of impending doom hit even before the actual impending doom. So I sus-
pect it’s partly the hormones shifting in a changing body.

About two years ago, out of the blue, I began to get headaches. Weird ones. Ac-
cording to the docs – it’s migraines. And they have been debilitating, disabling 
and pretty much took over the last two years of my life. I saw four different neurolo-
gists and headache specialists. Not one of them suggested that this sudden late 
onset of chronic migraine might be a result of perimenopause. Not one. It took the 
mother of a friend telling me about her migraines ending after menopause and sug-
gesting mine could be the start of that for me to put the possible pieces together. 
Do I know for sure that this migraine situation is perimenopause? Nope. That’s not 
really a thing that’s knowable.

You know why? Because despite the fact that every (cis) woman who lives long 
enough will go through it, there’s no real medical conversation about it. Despite 
the fact that there are very real, very serious, very debilitating experiences for 
many women in the middle of that transformation, no one seems to be addressing 
it. So many women my age and older have been struggling all on their own with 
this or that symptom, while there may be a common explanation for our pain or 
our sense of doom or discomfort.

Perimenopause is the process that leads to menopause – menopause being the 
definitive end of the menstrual cycle. And of course, this kind of reverse puberty, is 
a perfectly natural organic process. But just because it’s natural and organic, 
doesn’t mean there won’t be trouble and that we shouldn’t understand what’s hap-
pening. Childbirth is also perfectly natural and organic but that doesn’t mean we 
shouldn’t understand all of its phases and aspects. Just because something is 
natural, doesn’t mean there won’t be trouble.

And I have run into trouble. Many of my friends have also run into trouble. And I 
find myself pretty furious about how little the medical establishment has to say 
about it.

In this same time period, my doctor insisted on my getting a mammogram. Just 
because I am 44 and now’s the time when they give them. There’s quite a bit of 
controversy about the efficacy of all this breast screening – quite a few people 
have suggested that it may do more harm than good. There’s no history of breast 
cancer in my family and there was no reason to suspect anything wrong but my 
gynecologist said she couldn’t give me the medication that might help with the hor-
mone migraine situation without one.

So, there I was in a women’s imaging center, getting my boobs squished in a ma-
chine and then called back the next day to have them squished another way be-
cause of “asymmetries” and then be sonogrammed and pushed around with a 
sonogram wand and after all that stress, it turned out my breasts were fine. As we 
thought.

So here I am, having a completely unnecessary set of procedures that are uncom-
fortable, stressful, anxiety producing and time consuming – while the thing that is 
actually wrong, that is actually causing chaos in my body, goes completely unad-
dressed.

And sisters, I got really fucking pissed about it. I suddenly felt like – oh, this god-
damn medicalized world is like a Hollywood adolescent boy – obsessed with 
boobs and vaginas (-we’ve been pried open by speculums from an early age-) but 
not particularly concerned with what is actually going on inside the person. The 
fact that we have this insane assemblyline for mammography and no understand-
ing or plan for perimenopause is ridiculous. Yes – breast cancer screening is impor-
tant. I get it. But not every woman gets breast cancer (gratefully!) And almost 
EVERY SINGLE (cis) woman will go through perimenopause. That’s half the adult 33
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population.

And before it (maybe) kicked in for me, I knew next to nothing about it. And I’m a 
pretty reasonably informed woman.

I knew about hot flashes. That was about the extent of it. Which you know – it’s 
okay. I’m allowed to not know things – but I get the sense that that’s all a lot of 
doctors know about menopause as well.

Here’s the thing – aside from compulsory mammogram and pelvic exams – 
women’s health is dramatically under examined. For the majority of modern medi-
cine’s history, men have been seen as the norm and women as the deviation. In 
clinical trials of many things, only men were studied and the results were applied 
to women. And one of the extraordinarily infuriating facts about this is that women 
were excluded from such things because we have a menstrual cycle. So rather 
than study the hormones or the varieties of the menstrual cycle – science and 
medicine have mostly just told women to go ask our mothers. (An actual thing a 
doctor said to a woman asking about menopause.)

In treating my (possible) perimenopause symptoms, I’ve seen four neurologists, 
several physical therapists, two opthamologists, two behavioral optometrists, tried 
antidepressants, anti-convulsants and endless triptans. The first thing in two years 
to make a real dramatic difference is a low dose of estrogen. I mean…here is mod-
ern medicine looking at everything but the source, everything but perimenopause.

No one wants to talk about perimenopause or menopause. It is incredibly taboo. 
Initially, I suspect the more medically accurate language was supposed to help us 
make it less so. Like the movement to use anatomically correct language for our 
genitals, calling menopause menopause was once thought to be a way to liberate 
us from the stigma. But I don’t think it has.

So, I’m liking “The Change” – even if it sounds a little old fashioned. It is a good 
descriptor for what I’m experiencing. It makes me feel like a superhero in mid-
transformation. I’m Peter Parker in the process of getting bitten by that radioactive 
spider. It doesn’t necessarily feel good during the transformation itself but once I 
come through it, I fully expect to be a more powerful superhero on the other side 
of it.

And since no one can tell me whether or not the change I’m in the middle of is 

is actually perimenopause – since there is no medically precise definition of this 
moment for me – The Change is actually a more accurate description of what is 
happening to me. It’s certainly A Change if not The Change. And a lot of my 
friends are also going through A Change. A transformation. We’re going into a 
phone booth – like the one Clark Kent changes into Superman into. Maybe since 
we don’t really use phone booths anymore, we could co-opt the word. Like, when 
I explain what’s been going on with me these last few years, I could just say, “Well, 
I’ve been in the phone booth.”

Because, while these headaches suck, a lot, while it has been no fun in this phone 
booth, I will say that the benefits of this transformation are not bad. Pretty much 
everything that drove me crazy about myself in my 20s has faded. In my youth, I 
was constantly beating myself up for being too nice, for putting up with things that 
I didn’t like, for not saying what I thought. And I have, as I have entered the phone 
booth, grown much bolder, much less concerned about others, less fearful and 
much more direct and clear. It’s everything I wished I could be twenty years ago. 
The phone booth has these terrible health side effects but it has given me the su-
per power of transforming myself into the person I wanted to be and never thought 
possible.
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Art by the Numbers
or, Six Ways to Really Support Artists

When I stepped away from my acting career, the first arts project I got into was my 
alterna-folk-pop band, Bright Red Boots. It was the first time I’d had to ask for peo-
ple’s attention, the first time I had to gather an audience. It wasn’t easy, but be-
tween the four of us, we managed to pull in enough people to keep getting 
booked at a handful of venues. Handing out and sending postcards made me un-
comfortable but that’s the way we did it, really. There were a lot of venues we 
couldn’t play because we couldn’t draw a big enough crowd and that has been 
the story of my life as a generative artist ever since.

When I started a theatre company, the problem of bringing in an audience wasn’t 
at the forefront of my mind at first and also, at first, it wasn’t that hard. With a fairly 
large company of actors and creative team, we managed to fill up our first small 
Brooklyn house most of the time and didn’t do badly at filling up a big theatre in an 
out of the way venue during the Fringe. But as time has gone by, pulling audiences 
in to see anything has become more and more challenging.

Around about the time we had to cancel two shows in Edinburgh because no one 
showed up, I started to dream of not having to worry about bringing in an audi-
ence. I wanted to just make things and not worry about who received them. I tried 
posting things on the internet, thinking this is just how we do things now, thinking 
that it’s all just clicks and likes and maybe the digital realm will be less concerned 
with popularity than the time-based live performing arts can be.

And, well…I discovered a kind of indifference I never thought possible. Despite the 
vastness of my POTENTIAL audience on the internet, I generally draw just about 
the same numbers that I used to draw in person. Very few people give a damn 
about what I get up to.

How few? I have two podcasts. One averages 13 listens per episode. The other 
averages 15. This is almost exactly the number of people I can manage to get into 
a theatre these days if I put on a show. This blog is definitely the most popular 
thing that I do because, occasionally, when some post is a hit, the numbers rise 
into triple digits briefly. (Once, they went up to 4 digits. Once.) But then it goes 
back down to my usual 6-16 readers.

Music? Hmmm. I put out 4 albums this year and sold 5. Not 5 per album. 5 total. I 
would probably have sold a few more but my main supporters (my 16 Patreon pa-
trons) got them for free as a thank you gift for their support. Songs on Spotify aver-
age 15 plays. I’ve written around twenty plays and probably 15 people have seen 
more than one of them. And I want you to know how much I appreciate those 15 
people who have viewed or listened or bought or come to see shows. Those peo-
ple are my heroes. Those people know how to support the arts. They know how to 
support me. (If you’re one of the 15, I thank you!) And truthfully, I know it’s more 
than 15 altogether. It’s more like 15 people at a time. The total is probably more 
like – I don’t know – 50? 60?

But I’m not going to lie – sometimes I get very discouraged that generally only 15 
people at a time care about what I do. This is why I had to write a post for myself 
called No One’s Asking for Your Art.

So much of the artistic world these days is valued by the numbers. The box office 
numbers of movies are reported like important news stories. We measure if a 
movie is good by how many people go to see it on opening weekend. (Which is 
absurd, by the way. The only thing those numbers are an accurate reflection of is 
how effective the marketing plan was.) We have a 1% problem in the arts, just as 
we do in greater economics. There are a small handful of artists at the top, with 
big numbers (millions of downloads, books sold, tickets sold, etc.) and the rest of 
us limp by with our 15.

Here in America, we treat popularity as if it’s quality. (And of course this is a factor 
in our politics as well.) We assume that if lots of people like a thing then it must be 
good. (All over NYC, taxis advertising the musical Frozen proclaim it “a serious 
megahit” – which tells us nothing except that a lot of tickets were sold.) And we 
ALSO assume that if very few people like a thing then it must NOT be good. And if 
you think we artists don’t internalize that metric and make ourselves miserable, 
you probably don’t know a lot of us artists.

I have to constantly check myself on this point. When I’m disappointed that only 
15 people looked at some thing I made, I remind myself that numbers are not a 
sign of quality. I remind myself that there are hundreds of thousands of white su-
premacist assholes. Those guys are very popular. Before his account was sus-
pended, Milo Yannopolis had 300,000 followers on Twitter. Popularity has NOTH-
ING to do with quality. NOTHING. Not one thing.
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I always think about this episode of This American Life where they interviewed 
these conceptual artists who hired a market research firm and then made art 
by the numbers they received. I’m sure I’ve talked about this before (I am ob-
sessed) but the deal is that they polled people about what they liked most in 
music and in visual art and then made pieces that were the MOST popular 
things and the LEAST. And the most popular song is bland and unmemorable. 
It’s about love and features a saxophone. It sounded like everything else on the 
radio at the time. The least popular song is a tour de force. I think about it all 
the time. I get parts of it stuck in my head. The opera singer rapping cowboy 
lyrics over a tuba is extraordinary. (It’s here if you need to hear it.)

It feels as though so many aspects of our lives have just been reduced to num-
bers, to how many clicks something gets or units sold or whatever. Even our 
journalism is caught up in it. Have you wondered why the New York Times has 
been posting so many kooky opinion pieces the way I have? Well, as Michelle 
Woolf pointed out – a share is a share is a share. (Seriously watch her video a-
bout this – it’s illuminating and funny.)

We make no distinction of quality – is this a good piece of work? A good 
show? A good movie? A good song?

If lots of people clicked on it – it must be, right? It’s the free market, right? 
Don’t we live in a meritocracy where the cream rises to the top? We don’t. 
Sorry. And it’s not even a free market. Let’s take music, for example. Watch-
ing this video made it crystal clear to me why songs became popular. (Short 
version – it’s extreme exposure coupled with audio manipulated for maximum 
loudness.) They became popular, not because people liked them but because 
executives decided to make them popular and so they are.

Which, you know, that would all be fine with me if the folks making work at the 
other end of the spectrum weren’t limping along with only 15 views or what-
ever. I feel like there should be room for all of us but somehow there isn’t.

I have no idea what’s to be done about it but if you’re wondering how to make 
the most difference to those who continue to make work in the face of impossi-
ble odds, I do have some suggestions.

1) Read, Listen to, Watch, Go to people’s work. Even if you don’t love it. The 
support you give now to an artist may lead to work you do love in the future. 

Or it may not. But your view, your click, your ticket sale, your presence will make a 
huge difference to someone who is used to indifference. Subscribe to their email 
lists, click on their links, like them on Facebook, follow them on Twitter and Insta-
gram.

2) Respond to what you see with love, kindness and support. Even if you don’t 
love every aspect of what you see. Just some acknowledgement that the work’s 
message was received means a lot.

3) Boost these folks as much as you’re able. I know it’s exhausting sharing stuff all 
the time. But know that your cheerleading for a struggling artist has a much bigger 
impact than cheerleading for something everyone is already talking about. Exam-
ple: You loving a Marvel movie is great. But everyone’s already going to superhero 
movies. They really don’t need the boost. You’re one of millions. You loving your 
friend’s short film? You’re one of 15. Be that person. That’s impact. I’m not saying 
you shouldn’t post about how much you loved Wonder Woman but maybe comple-
ment it with another post about an actual wonder woman you know.

4) If you hate something, you don’t need to say anything. Obscurity will take care 
of it, believe me. It’ll take care of the good stuff, too, unfortunately but —a share is 
a share is a share. You’ll actually boost the thing you hate if you talk about it.

5) If you can afford to: buy their book, buy their album, buy tickets to their show, 
even if you don’t particularly want to read the book or listen to the album or see 
the show. As I learned form this article – even super well established published 
authors have trouble selling their books to their loved ones. If someone you know 
wrote a book – buy it. And give it to someone if you don’t want it. Impress your 
friends by giving them a copy of your other friend’s book!

6) If you have some extra cash, you can go to the top level of support with some-
thing like Patreon. Helping an artist pay their rent is one of the most supportive 
acts of kindness. Patronage doesn’t have to be big. Someone giving a dollar a 
month to an artist gives not only the $12 a year but also a gesture of faith – of be-
lief in the value of whatever that artist does. My Patreon patrons have made the 
things I’ve made in the last couple of years possible. They are why I can write 
these words now.

If you can only do one thing – start with number one. Just watch, show up, go, lis-
ten, view. (I heard about someone who sets their Spotify account on their 
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friends’ albums and sets them to repeat all night while they’re asleep.) It’s exponen-
tially more valuable to an artist like me to see that someone clicked on my work 
than it is to Taylor Swift. She deals in millions. I deal in multiples of 5. By the num-
bers, your share is more valuable to me. And a share is a share is a share.

Am I great at this? Nope. I’m not. I’d like to be better though. I actively try. But 
most artists I know are better at this than others – mostly because we know how it 
feels. Unfortunately, us liking each other’s work doesn’t always translate to the 
wider world. We need fans. We need cheerleaders. We need advocates. You don’t 
have to do it for every artist you know. Maybe pick one and be that one artist’s 
champion. It will mean more than you can imagine to that person. I have a couple 
of people like this and I appreciate them more than I can possibly say.

I’m not trying to say that only 15 people are ever interested in what I do. Some-
times I get a hit. But most of the time – 15 is the average. And I feel like I’m telling 
you this now because I know I am not the only one. Many of the artists I know are 
in a similar position but most of us work very hard to create an illusion that our 
numbers are much higher than they are. We’re not doing this to con anyone. We 
just know that human beings tend to gravitate toward popular things. To sell tick-
ets to a show, tell people it’s selling out fast. Every theatre producer knows this.

Here are some reasons that people have given me for reading, watching, listening 
to my work: “Because you’ll be famous one day,” “because I want you to thank 
me in your Oscar speech,” “because I want to say I knew you when.” These are all 
investments in a future where my numbers are so big that the person is glad they 
got in at the ground floor. I used to try and capitalize on this instinct – to try and 
project an image of “I’m going places!” But I find I can’t get on board with this idea 
anymore. Not because I don’t have faith in my work but because I think possible 
fame in the future is a lousy reason to support artists.

It is unlikely I will be famous one day. But something I do might influence someone 
who will be famous one day or who is already famous. Or, more important to me: 
something I do might contribute to the culture, might influence another artist to 
make something great, might inspire someone to create extraordinary things.

In order to get just 15 views, sometimes we will create an aura of success. I have 
been known to say things like “bloggers over on WordPress love this!” when three 
bloggers have clicked the like button. I’m not lying. Three bloggers is more than 
usual for me. But I also understand that I’m putting a little bit of a shine on a 

situation while trying to boost my views.

When I began in theatre, I didn’t know almost everyone was bluffing. I thought eve-
ryone’s career was really going great! I didn’t know that theatre people are always 
having a great year no matter what is actually happening. I also didn’t know art 
wasn’t meritocratic yet. I didn’t know how much more important process and artis-
tic integrity would be to me than “success.”

But I digress. I’m telling you about this because I want you to understand that 
even the artist who is projecting an air of cool, could probably still use your sup-
port. Unless your artist friend is Beyonce, they’re probably struggling to get more 
than 15 people’s eyes or ears on each of their things. Click, show up, be a patron. 
It’s good for artists. And good for art.
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I Am a Dragon Now
The Fear of Men Is My Food.

I am nice. I am so nice. My whole life I have been told I am nice. When I received 
criticism, it was that I was too nice. And not just once either. Over and over and 
over again. “You’re too nice!” they’d say.

But that’s over. It’s over. I am a dragon now. Tell me I’m too nice again.

* 
It didn’t have to be this way. The arc of the universe could have bent toward jus-
tice a little sooner and I would have remained as I was. I could have stayed that 
person who wrote sweet plays that mostly worked out in the end – you know the 
kind, the ones where smart women hook up with slightly dorky temporarily clue-
less men and everyone’s happy. You could have had more of those plays. You 
could have had love songs and dream novels and light sparkling in the trees. I 
would have happily smiled my way through the rest of my life. I would have looked 
past a lot of bad behavior to have a seat at the table. But you didn’t give me a seat 
at the table so I brought a folding chair, as the great Shirley Chisholm advised. But 
now I am a dragon and every chair and the table will be burnt to the ground.

Yesterday a man sat at my table when there was plenty of other space at the café. 
He could not tell I was a dragon. He chewed his ice loudly and ostentatiously, 
oblivious of the fire and fury so close to him. He was not afraid. I was hungry. So I 
ate him.

Going up the subway stairs, I was behind a man. I was in his blind spot. He did not 
see me. But he could feel my wrath. He was afraid. I ate his fear and it nourished 
me so I let him live so he could feed me again.

Across the internet, men are terrified. If white men endowed with every privilege 
can be accused of sexual assault, then who’s to say you are not next? “Who is 
safe anymore?” they say. Who is safe? Not you. I want you afraid. All those years 
of fearing violence, particularly sexual violence, have given me a hunter’s instinct. I 
can spot a predator from very far away and I am coming for your fear.

Yes, you’re right. Being accused of sexual assault is, of course, just as bad as ex-
periencing it. Worse, even! Yes. Be afraid. You are not safe. Not from me, certainly. 
I ate an ice chewer whole. What do you think I’ll do to you? I don’t care. I’m a 
dragon now. The thousands of years of women’s fear of men are stoking my crav-
ing for destruction, for the terror on the other foot.

I am all rage. All fire. All destruction. It did not have to be thus. But this week of 
patriarchal entitlement paroxysms and the reenactment of the trauma of innumer-
able women has made me a dragon. Now might be a good time to finally enact 
some of that gun legislation you’ve been so loathe to get going on – because my 
dragon self is keen on getting her hands on the tools of war, on the tools of men’s 
rage. If you do not fear me yet – perhaps you will fear your own death machines. 
The dragon will lap up the flop sweat and your terror.

But #NotAllMen, right? Wrong.

Yes. Yes. ALL MEN. Is that what you’re afraid of? That we mean all men when we 
talk about these things? That I mean all men now? Is that your big fear? Then, 
yes. ALL MEN. All of them. Especially if you are asking this dumb ass question. 
Then yes. I mean you. I am coming for you. Your fear of “all men” is especially 
tasty. Yes. ALL MEN, then.

Do you want to be saved from my path of destruction through ALL MEN? Do you 
want to be an exception? Try smiling more.

I will be inclined to exempt those that love me and be merciful to those that 
please me. Try laughing at my jokes. All of them. I am hilarious. I am a genius. 
Don’t you think so? Oh, women aren’t funny? That’s funny. And now you’re my 
lunch.

I will pardon those who understand. Try listening. Those who have heard me – 
even before I was a dragon will escape my wrath. They will be treasured in my cas-
tle along with the rest of my dragon horde.

My fury has become indiscriminate but I can be placated. I can be soothed. But I 
cannot be reasoned with. Explaining why I should not turn you to dust will not 
save you.
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If you need some survival tools for adapting to a world full of indiscriminate rage, 
ask your grandmother. Or any woman who has soothed angry men around her all 
her life. I think those same tricks might work on me. Maybe. That doesn’t mean 
you should not be afraid. My fire is sudden. It is fierce. And I do not look like a 
dragon. I look like a nice friendly lady who won’t cause any trouble.

But I will. Oh, I will. You should be afraid of every single one of us now. We are 
coming for you. And your fear is delicious.

I Am Also Part Witch
Since I became a dragon, I have found myself on the streets of my city, eyeing pos-
sible prey. Becoming a hunter after a lifetime of being prey feels amazing. I know I 
can eat anyone I like and the power is intoxicating.

Then, while watching a long conversation between two men in a play about how 
hard it was to be rejected by an incandescently beautiful woman, I discovered my 
ability to make people spontaneously combust. I opened my hand and a bubble of 
flame surrounded the man in the middle of a long speech. That show got a lot 
more interesting then.

The advantage of this power is that no one knows it’s me. When I breathe fire from 
my dragon self, it is a big production and the source is obvious. When I use my 
witchy combustion powers, I can be completely incognito.

Everywhere I go, I have been turning men into balls of flame. I’m angry. I can’t help 
it. I have to do something. My dragon self requires fear to feed itself and no one is 
afraid of me yet. They are not afraid of women at all. Some say they are – but I 
don’t believe it. So until I get the respect I deserve, I am combusting men on the 
street. I look at each one I pass. “Is he combustible?” The decent ones don’t have 
whatever chemical make-up that allows my magic to work – so I don’t know if 
every flame will light. Most of them do, though – because I have a lifetime of train-
ing in identifying which men will be trouble.

Generally, if he’s with a woman, he’s safe. (Men – if you’re worried and I hope you 
are – you might want to get a woman to walk you from place to place, for your pro-
tection.)

If he has a nice smile, I let him pass, uncombusted. 
But if he has Resting Douchebag Face, it’s over pretty quickly.

I’ve scorched every white man in a fancy suit I’ve seen so far. I’m not saying every 
be-suited man is combustible but I haven’t been wrong yet.

Because I’m a white lady, I usually let men of color off the hook. I figure I should let 
a witch/dragon of color make that call. Unless I see them harassing a woman, in 
which case, they’re toast. 4645
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Men pushing baby carriages or walking with their young children are safe.

I notice an impulse to spare feeble old men who may be somebody’s grandfa-
ther but then I remember that Senator Grassley is a grandfather and I torch ‘em. 
Sorry Grandfathers – those dudes in the Senate are ruining it for the rest of you. 
Maybe bring along a woman or a grandchild if you want to remain uncombusted.

Maybe a campaign will arise to defend them. “He’s Somebody’s Grandpa! He’s 
Somebody’s son! He’s Somebody’s husband!”

I don’t care so much. If he looks combustible, he’s asking for it and I will com-
bust him.

Men might be tempted to travel in groups the way women do. They might think a 
strategy for safety that women have employed for ages will work for men. They’d 
be wrong. Men in groups have historically been quite dangerous for women. 
There’s nothing I would enjoy more than combusting a whole party of hedge 
fund managers at once.

But, my fellow women and aspiring witch/dragons, what can you do if you don’t 
have magical powers like I do?

I mean, you could just pretend. It feels almost as good and can make you feel 
powerful as you eye your prey on the street. That’s definitely not what I’m doing, 
though. Not at all. I’m a real dragon witch.

I have a friend who is practicing her growl. And I think hissing might be fun, too. 
One friend suggested acting like a Shakespeare heroine in a mad scene. You 
could just go full Lady Macbeth. “Will these hands ne’er be clean?” “Here is the 
smell of the blood still.” “One. Two. Why then ’tis time to do it!” I might try this 
myself, just for fun. You know, before I combust him.

Do you have ideas for how to instill fear in the predators around you without the 
benefit of magical powers? Share them with me. And I’m sorry in advance if I 
combust your grandfather.
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Real Talk. I am not actually a dragon. I wish I was one. But I’m just a human lady 
person who is impossibly angry. I am not actually a witch, either. Surprise. I have 
often dreamed of having such powers but I don’t, in fact, possess any particular 
skill in magic.

What I do have, though, is a well-practiced imagination and an understanding of 
the powers of make believe. Sometimes pretending makes things better.

I mean, I have been a rage fountain these last couple of weeks – just spinning 
around and round, watching rage pour forth from me like a sprinkler. It comes out 
in situations that do not merit such a response and after a lifetime of being nice 
and sweet and making things easy for everyone around me, I do not really know 
how to handle my new rageful reality. Imagination and embodied expression are 
my only safe outlets. And what’s wild is how it actually works sometimes.

For example, as my friend and I stood talking next to the subway entrance, some 
man in khaki pants seemed to find us terribly compelling. He walked by us a cou-
ple of times and finally started to approach us. We did not stop our conversation 
or look at him but I opened my hand, made a little whooshing sound and com-
busted him in my imagination and darned if he didn’t just turn around and walk 
away. That’s magic.

The thing of it is – now is the time for fierce imagination. It is not going to be possi-
ble to free ourselves from the dystopia ahead of us without some really bold and 
vivid dreaming.

In simply imagining a world wherein I am as powerful as a dragon, wherein the 
world is re-made with women unafraid to walk down the street at night or any-
where, everywhere, I find it very hard to return peaceably to the world we live in. I 
cannot tolerate the old stories. I cannot stomach victim blaming. I am newly and 
freshly furious that women have had to accommodate ourselves to a world that 
has not seen us a human beings for five thousand years. It’s as if I’ve woken up in 
new horrible world but I’ve been living here the whole time.

I don’t want to see one more woman raped or murdered on screen. I don’t want to 
see any more harassment on the street. I don’t want to see a single woman disem-
powered. I don’t want to watch one more wife in a sitcom get laughed at and dis-
missed. It feels like the only thing I can tolerate now is some other more imagina-
tive world.

We need our dreamers now. We need our sci fi creators, our afro-futurists, our uto-
pian other worlds. I have no stomach for anything else. I know it is virtually only in 
our imaginations that women can have real authority or agency or power – but 
imaginations can turn into reality and can lead to real life transformation. It’s time 
to get to work with high level imagination.
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If She’s Not Shooting Fire from 
Her Fingers, I Don’t Want to See It
I was once a voracious watcher of movies and TV. When I was a pre-teen I would 
go to films even if I was pretty sure I wouldn’t like them. I saw whatever I could get 
my eyes on. TV, too. I’d watch any old thing. There was always something to learn.

As time has gone by, I am much more discerning in what I put in front of my eye-
balls. I am picky about what I watch and will abandon anything that isn’t doing the 
job. I think that may have something to do with age and a desire not to waste my 
increasingly precious time.

But in the last few weeks, I have become even pickier. I need my viewing to be me-
dicinal, in some way. I want it to help me through the current moment. And there’s 
not a whole lot that will do that.

What’s interesting to me, though, is how clear it is what WILL do the job.

I need it to star women, preferably with magical powers, in positions of authority. I 
want witch stories. I want women in charge with men at their mercy.

What I’ve run into, though, is how little of this sort of story there is. In fact, I’ve al-
ready seen most of the things that would fit the bill. I’m exploring a wider and 
wider range of what will satisfy me. Why oh why is it so hard to find a show where 
a lady sets people on fire? Won’t anyone give me what I need?

In my search, though, I have found some things I didn’t know I needed. The Worst 
Witchis a show for young people and while so far no one’s been set on fire, I’m 
finding that seeing a witch school for girls with an all female staff means, after 
watching three episodes, there was only one man onscreen for less than 20 sec-
onds. I did not know I needed this. But I did. It is an all girl world and, in it, the girls 
are learning to become authoritative.

“Do you know what a witch does?”” asks one teacher. 
“Spells?” guesses the struggling student. “Broom stick flying. Wears a pointy hat?” 
“She bends the world to her will.”

Oh my god I need to learn how to do this. Someone sign me up for witch 
school immediately.

But what’s funny is – the actual line was not “She bends the world to her will.” 
In trying to remember this scene for this blog, I made that up. Because that is 
what I want witching to be. Because it is what I want.

Actual line: “A witch makes things go her way.” 
Nice. But not quite as powerful as I need, apparently.

I need to watch women bending the world to their wills – whether it is through 
magic or some other means. Oh, what other means are there? My needs are 
so specific right now and so underserved. I want a world full of women but I 
stopped watching Orange Is the New Black because I cannot watch all those 
women completely disenfranchised, trapped and unable to exercise real 
power.

I want women with magic powers because I want women with power. Will 
the Charmed reboot serve me as well as the old one did? I think so. I’ve seen 
two episodes so far and before they even discovered their magical powers, 
one of the Charmed Ones punched an MRA dude in the face, so this show 
won me over quickly. However, so far, the new Charmed Ones have not set 
anyone on fire the way the old ones did and this will need to change. Pronto.

I got to see a few episodes of the TV adaptation of A Discovery of 
Witches and while there is one very satisfying fire circle, one deadly circle of 
fire is not enough circles of fire for me. I need 99% more fire circles.

I have never been that interested in violence in film and TV. I generally look 
away and plug my ears but I suddenly understand the desire for it. Why are 
these characters TALKING when they could be shooting fire out of their fin-
gers?!

So – if you have any shows to recommend that fit this very specific bill, I 
would very much appreciate it. I imagine someday I’ll be ready to watch some-
thing besides women shooting fire again, but that moment has not yet ar-
rived. So send me your pyrokinetic witches, please.
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Amplify Wednesday
The thing is, y’all, I was 100% sure I would have achieved massive success at 
least 20 years ago. I do a lot of different things and depending on the thing, small 
groups of people think I’m pretty great at that thing. My issue is not that I make 
bad things but that almost no one sees them happen. My platform in this big num-
ber world is so tiny – if it were a raft, it could only save a handful of people.

This is true for a lot of women I know. The quality of their work is fantastic but their 
reach is negligible. I used to fall for the “women lack confidence” angle but I know 
now that that is bullshit. The whole “women would do better if they just promoted 
themselves better, presented themselves differently, made more commercial work” 
thing reminds me of a guy I heard talking about his experience of the Edinburgh 
Fringe Festival. He said, “It’s clear that the cream really rises to the top there.” 
Three guess as to whose show had been a hit at the festival that year. When 
you’re at the top everyone else is just regular milk and your rise was inevitable. 
Also – the other thing about cream is that it does rather tend to be rich and white. 
And male. (Wait – this metaphor falls apart there, I guess. I don’t think cream is 
gendered actually.) Anyway – my sense is that reach is a problem for a lot of 
women so I’ve decided to start a practice of amplification.

I already practice some amplification. After learning about the gender and racial 
imbalances on Twitter, I made it my practice to follow and amplify the voices of 
women (particularly women of color), trans people, non-binary people, people of 
color of all genders, people with disabilities and anyone else who ought to be 
heard more. My hope is that with my simple follows and likes and retweets, I can 
turn up the volume a little for people who ought to be heard.

It is not a thing that makes a big splashy difference. I see it as sort of incremental 
but hopefully cumulative. Now that we live in a world where people’s tweets are 
news, I think it’s important to add to the numbers of the people who are heard.

That’s all just my small daily amplification. But now I think I need to do a weekly 
amplification. I want to consciously lift up one woman a week. I want to expand 
someone’s fan base, if only a little. I want to lift up my friends, sure but also artists, 
writers and journalists that I wish had a larger reach.
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I’d love for others to join me in raising the tide for the un-amplified voices. I’d love to 
see #AmplifyWednesday become as common as #ThrowbackThursday. If there’s 
one thing that writing/podcasting on the internet has shown me, it’s the effect of just 
one person advocating for something. I’ve seen big spikes in my views and/or lis-
tens just because one person decided to share it. And then when two people share 
it, my reach doubles. And so on and so on. Social media is weird. I acknowledge all 
the freaky things that go on here, all the ways we’re manipulated and sold to but 
we’re all still here – I think because we like one another, and we like being con-
nected. We like supporting one another.

So I’m advocating formalizing that a little bit. If you feel like joining me, here’s what I 
propose: Every Wednesday post on the social media of your choice someone’s work 
you want to amplify and maybe say why. Pick on article, a painting, a song, link to it 
and give that person a boost. That’s it. #AmplifyWednesday

I’ll be amplifying mostly women, inclusive of trans and non-binary folk. I’d love for 
others to do the same. Even if you don’t want to post, click on links that you see 
posted, like those updates. We live in a click, like, share world and you can amplify 
by doing those things as well.

I think it’s time for Conscious Amplification.

No disrespect to Justin Timberlake but he doesn’t need your clicks and likes. His 
voice gets heard no matter what you do. But there are those for whom you can turn 
the volume up, whose lives you could change just by amplifying them.

 One of the reasons I’m glad to see my Twitter following growing is not so much for 
my own work but because it amplifies the people I amplify more. The rising numbers 
of followers I have on Twitter has made no difference whatsoever on my views or 
downloads. None. But I expect it has made a difference in boosting the numbers of 
some people and/or causes I care about.

Turn up the volume on someone who is not getting heard. It’s not difficult and a 
great way to be an ally. You don’t need to insert yourself into the conversation, just 
turn up the volume on the people who are already having it.

Claiming My Name
When I started the blog, I needed to be anonymous. I wrote a lot about arts organi-
zations and institutions – some of which I worked for and some of which I wanted 
to work for. Despite a lot of lip service about being receptive to feedback, arts or-
ganizations are notoriously prickly about criticism and hard truths. I needed to tell 
those hard truths but I did not want to jeopardize my meager wages by linking 
them to my name. As a freelancer, I couldn’t even risk telling the truth on end-of-
the-year surveys if my name or any identifying info was on them. By the time I had 
a lot of experience, I was already seen as difficult by some of the people in author-
ity who had the power to simply not call me the next time work was on offer. I 
didn’t want to give those folks more ammunition – so I did my best to obscure my 
identity.

Also, I was well aware of what happened to women on the internet – especially 
feminist women. As Laurie Penny put it at PatreCon this year, “Having an opinion 
is like wearing a short skirt on the internet.” That is – being a woman with an opin-
ion puts a target on your back. You’re “asking for it.” And I was definitely not inter-
ested in being on the receiving end of misogynistic abuse. I wouldn’t/couldn’t be 
silenced but I had to be obscured. It helped, I think. I have never been the target 
that I expected to be when I started talking about feminism but then I’ve also 
never really had the platform either. I suspect, that in the name of safety, I have 
sacrificed some potential for visibility as well. Is the risk gone? I doubt it. But – my 
interest in integrating my whole self and living it publicly is now larger than my fear. 
I’m so furious at how the world has devolved, I no longer think I would cower in 
fear at an attack. I might, instead, bare my teeth and growl.

Even in my artistic life, I’ve been only using a portion of my name. In part, this has 
been because my middle name can be seen as a little too feminine and in this pa-
triarchal world, feminine things are seen as less than. There are those who don’t 
take me seriously because my middle name is Rainbow. It’s why I stopped using 
it. But…screw those people. If you can’t take a Rainbow seriously, I don’t know 
how to help you. It’s a kick-ass natural element that combines disparate weather 
elements. My parents gifted me with it. I’m going to use it. I will stop traffic with 
my ephemeral beauty. That’s my plan.
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To be honest – there wasn’t really a plan. It just sort of evolved this way. I think it 
kicked off when I decided to put my music up on Spotify. There’s a singer song-
writer in Australia who shares my first and last name and has had some success 
over the years. We’ve run into one another’s websites over the years. I didn’t want 
our identities to be conflated or confused – so I figured I needed to do something 
to distinguish us. I thought about using my middle initial but in the end, I figured 
my actual middle name was the most memorable bit and might help people find 
me. Once I had a music identity on-line with my full name, it became clear that I 
needed a website with my full name and before too long, I was using it for almost 
everything.

My friends have called me by my full name for years. So has my family. So I’m just 
catching the public up with everyone else.

I may become a target. There may be some who take me less seriously. But I may 
also become more visible. I may be able to integrate the many different things I do 

5857

Songs for the Struggling Artist is at artiststruggle.wordpress.com

Podcast version Songs for the Struggling Artist hosted on Anchor and 
available everywhere you get podcasts

Emily Rainbow Davis 

 © 2018

Most photos courtesy of Pixabay, Snappy Goat and the NYPL Digital Collection

https://www.emilyrainbowdavis.com/
https://www.emilyrainbowdavis.com/

