
ALICIA KEYS
S T A R R I N G

P LU S

A N D  M O R E

O L I V I A
RO D R I G O

A L A N I S
M O R I S S E T T E

LO R D E

DAV I D
BY R N E

M A LU M A

M A D O N N A

NOVEMBER 2021
ISSUE 1357

KEHLANI

MUSICIANS
ON

MUSICIANS

S P E C I A L  I S S U E



©
2021 Showtim

e Networks Inc., a Viacom
CBS Com

pany. SHOWTIME and related m
arks are tradem

arks of Showtim
e Networks Inc. Individual program

s, devices and m
arks are the property of their respective owners. All rights reserved.

NOV 7



NOV 14



S U B S C R I B E  T O DAY

R O L L I N G S T O N E . C O M / I N T R O O F F E R

A year of print magazine mailed 
directly to your door.  A year of E-edition 

delivered right to your inbox.

ONE YEAR OF PRINT PLUS 
FOR $59.95



ALICIA KEYS
& KEHLANI

PHOTOGRAPH BY
KANYA IWANA

Olivia Rodrigo & Alanis Morissette
PAGE 30

 Thundercat & Flying Lotus
PAGE 36

Willow & Travis Barker
PAGE 38

Alicia Keys & Kehlani
PAGE 40

Mickey Guyton & Miley Cyrus
PAGE 44

Gunna & Ludacris
PAGE 46

Lorde & David Byrne
PAGE 48

CL & Jhené Aiko
PAGE 52

Wizkid & Damian Marley
PAGE 54

Madonna & Maluma
PAGE 56

F E A T U R I N G

ISSUE 1357
‘ALL THE NEWS

THAT FITS’

M
U

SI
C

IA
N

S
O

N

K
EH

LA
N

I: 
FU

LL
 L

O
O

K 
BY

 V
A

LE
N

TI
N

O
, K

EY
S

: T
O

P,
 J

A
C

K
ET

, A
N

D
 C

H
O

K
ER

 B
Y

C
H

A
N

EL
. S

H
O

ES
 B

Y 
PA

R
IS

 T
EX

A
S

. E
A

R
R

IN
G

S 
BY

 C
A

R
TI

ER
. R

IN
G

, T
A

LE
N

T’
S 

O
W

N
.

Con ts



6 |  Rolling Stone |  November 2021

FR
O

M
 T

O
P:

 G
IJ

S
B

ER
T 

H
A

N
EK

R
O

O
T/

R
ED

FE
R

N
S/

G
ET

TY
 IM

A
G

ES
; D

A
V

ID
 L

EE
/N

ET
FL

IX

Four Covers!
Find all four of this year’s Musicians on
Musicians cover duos on newsstands now.

National
Affairs
26 Trials of an EPA

Whistleblower
He exposed Scott Pruitt’s
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Drake, Rihanna,
and Wizkid
all agree: The
Nigerian singer-
songwriter is a
serious talent

Tems
Is the
Fu re

PHOTOGRAPH BY Courtney Sofiah Yates

WHAT’S NEW HAT’S NEXT, WHAT’
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vocals helped make “Essence” the breakout
hit from Wizkid’s 2020 LP, Made in Lagos;
the song so enamored Justin Bieber that he
successfully campaigned to appear on its
remix, propelling it to the Top 20 of ROLLING
STONE’s singles chart and garnering more
than 80 million Spotify streams between the
two versions. Weeks later, millions heard
Tems dueting with Drake on “Fountains,” a
dreamy highlight of his Certified Lover Boy.
And with the release of her excellent EP If Or-
ange Was a Place shortly after that, she an-
nounced a major-label deal in the U.S.

Good things have a way of gravitating to
Tems. “God has given me this purpose, and

W HEN RIHANNA MET Tems, you
would have thought that Tems was
the newly minted billionaire. The

Bajan mogul brought the 26-year-old Nigeri-
an singer-songwriter into a firm embrace at
the New York premiere of her latest Savage X
Fenty fashion show in September: “Enough of
that humble shit,” Rihanna was heard telling
Tems as Megan Thee Stallion’s “Body” blast-
ed in the background. “You better own that.”

Rihanna isn’t the only one cheering Tems
on. Earlier this year, Tems’ distinct, bassy

it’s happening,” she says. “I didn’t choose my
voice. I hear melodies in my head in thou-
sands, and I’m just picking one.”

The past year has had setbacks, too — no-
tably, a two-day stint in a Ugandan prison last
December for violating Covid protocols by
playing a sold-out show (she’s since said she
was unaware the proper precautions hadn’t
been taken). Tems says she was imprisoned
with roughly 50 women, some with their chil-
dren, many detained arbitrarily as a result of
domestic disputes. “No human being should
be in that condition,” she says. 

While incarcerated, Tems developed a
deeper sense of presence — something she

FAST FACTS

HOMEMADE HEAT
Tems produced
most of her 2020
EP For Broken Ears
herself after learn-
ing from YouTube.
NO OTHER
“Everything is
special about
Tems,” Wizkid has
said, reflecting on
their “Essence”
duet. “Everything.”

Rap Legends’
Wild Styles

IN THE LATE 1980s, photographer Sue Kwon was living in
downtown Manhattan, soaking up the sounds of the city. “I

was going to clubs like Madame Rosa’s, Milky Way, and 1018, where
they were playing all the greatest vinyl,” she recalls, mentioning
three long-lost nightlife landmarks. “I would stay home to record
DJ Red Alert’s [radio] show and then run down to Vi-
nylmania the next day to buy the music I had heard.
When I started seeing these artists that I loved on
album covers, I immediately thought, ‘I want to shoot
these covers.’ ” She went on to lend her distinctive
eye to dozens of hip-hop’s top artists, capturing the strikingly in-
timate portraits collected in her new book, Rap Is Risen: New York
Photographs 1988-2008. “When I first envisioned this book, I was
also planning to include shots of skateboarders and New York City
street scenes,” Kwon adds. “But it quickly became obvious hip-hop
deserved the whole book.” SIMON VOZICK-LEVINSON

 NOW WE SIP CHAMPAGNE
The Notorious B.I.G. celebrates
the completion of his album Life
After Death, circa 1997. “When I
arrived at the studio, ‘Hypnotize’
was blasting, and I immediately
got goose bumps,” Kwon recalls.
“I will never forget that moment.”

 UP NORTH TRIP
The Source sent Kwon to shoot
Slick Rick at upstate New York’s
Gouverneur Correctional Facility,
where he was serving a sentence
for attempted murder. “Rick was
allowed to change into the shell-
tops, which is this moment here.”

Rap Is Risen
Testify Books,
$50



calls “a love lens.” “It’s like putting on glass-
es that make you love every single thing you
see,” she explains. “I couldn’t speak the same
language with a lot of [the women], but I
could understand them, to an extent.”

When we meet, Tems has been in town
for about a week, getting ready for her first-
ever solo tour. The crowd at SOB’s, in down-
town Manhattan, belts her lyrics back to her
at the first stop. Onstage, she’s fiery. At our in-
terview, she’s shrouded in blacks and blues,
with a fitted Yankees cap over a cascade of
ginger braids.

She describes her acoustic performance of
her 2018 single “Mr Rebel” as the most mean-

ingful of the night. “When I wrote this song,
I was at home,” she says. “I didn’t have a stu-
dio. I just had a laptop and earphones.” The
song is a stylish ballad of pain and conquer-
ing: “I’m the leading vibe,” she insists. Tems
says she was so surprised when she wrote that
line that she later searched the phrase just to
be sure it didn’t already exist.

Before Tems was one of global R&B’s
fastest-rising stars, she was Temilade Openi-
yi, an introverted child of a single mother in
Lagos who loved Lil Wayne’s music. In sec-
ondary school, a music teacher helped un-
leash her voice. At her mother’s behest, she
became a reluctant college student, studying

economics in South Africa. She went on to a
job as a digital marketer back in Lagos before
quitting three years ago to focus on music.

Tems remains acutely aware of suffering;
even her most danceable songs tussle with
darkness. “When you grow up in Lagos . . . you
can’t really chill,” she says. “Everybody’s in
survival mode. . . . I want to, in my own way,
give a better life.”

This call to service — not just to make
music, but to create tangible changes in the
lives of Africans — grew stronger after her in-
carceration in Uganda. “I don’t want to limit
God,” she adds. “I just want to do as much as
possible.” MANKAPRR CONTEH

“God has
given me
this purpose,
and it’s
happening,”
says Tems. “I
didn’t choose
my voice. I
hear melodies
in my head in
thousands.”
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 WU WISDOM
Ol’ Dirty Bastard (left)
and Method Man in
a candid moment on
set for the “Brooklyn
Zoo” video (1995).
“Method Man and
ODB were always
so generous when
I’d ask for a photo,”
Kwon says. “It
was like watching
ballet as they deftly
maneuvered into
multiple poses.”

 MCA FOREVER
Kwon took this photo
of Adam Yauch after
a release party for
Beastie Boys’ Check
Your Head at New
York’s Pier 25. “As we
were slowly exiting,
Adam randomly just
posted up like that
in front of the cop
car,” she says. “I love
the energy of this
image, Adam’s hands
are like sculptures,
and they frame his
playful grin.”

 INFAMOUS COOL
Mobb Deep’s Havoc
(left) and Prodigy at a
publicity shoot in Times
Square for their 1996
album, Hell on Earth. “We
shot all over the place
without permits, and no one
stopped us or bothered us,”
Kwon says. “I remember
it being a hot night and a
pretty mellow shoot.”

 JESUS WALKS
Kwon took over the Bathing Ape boutique on Mercer Street for a
2000s shoot for the Japanese fashion brand. “Kanye was one of
the models,” she says. “It was a star-filled day.” (Pharrell, Pusha T,
and graffiti artists Stash and Futura were also part of the event.)

 SUPER FRESH
Bronx hip-hop
pioneer Busy Bee at
another Source shoot
in New York. “Busy
Bee, wearing the
fresh Sergio Tacchini,
burst onto Mott
Street,” Kwon says.
“We walked around
shooting at several
locations in Little
Italy. The red bodega
background was my
favorite.”
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GOT A QUESTION
FOR CROZ?
Email AskCroz@
Rollingstone.com

David, any thoughts
you may have regarding
conspiracy theorist David
McGowan, who claimed
you, Frank Zappa, John
Phillips, and Jim Morrison
were assets of a military-
industrial program to cre-
ate the counterculture.
Personally, I think it’s pret-
ty ridiculous. But settle it
once and for all, please.
—Steve

No. It’s not true, simply
because I wouldn’t be
in anything with Jim
Morrison. Just a joke! It
comes from the fact that
Jim had a dad that was an
admiral. It’s just another
piece of unbelievably
stupid shit. You have to
have an IQ of a turnip to
believe stuff like that.

I lost my brother to
suicide and deeply miss
him. We were inseparable
while he was here, and
he made me laugh like no
one else. How do you deal
with losing those you love
the most in the world?
—Doug

I lost my brother to
suicide, too. There is no
easy way to handle death.
It’s one of the things
we have to deal with as
human beings. There is no
clever thing I can tell you
to help with the pain. The
only way I know to deal
with losing those you love
is to keep your heart beat-
ing. Get up in the morning.
Feed the dogs. Make
yourself some breakfast.
Face the day. You can’t
let it defeat you, or you’ve
given up. I’m not a give-up
person. It doesn’t work for
me. So try to find the most
alive, most joyous things
you can do, and do them.

Real-life advice
from a guy who’s
seen, done, and
survived just about
everything

SONG

8. “Fue Mejor,” 
by Kali Uchis
(feat. SZA)
This smoky R&B track was
already a standout on
Uchis’ album Sin Miedo

— and she made it even
better by bringing on SZA,
who sings in Spanish for
the first time, masterfully
delivering her lyrics,
including the iconic line

“You never were mine/You
never were shit.” 

PODCAST

9. ‘Loud’
Spotify’s new podcast
jumps between Panama,
Puerto Rico, Colombia,
and New York to paint a
full picture of reggaeton’s
cross-cultural origins. The
best part is that it’s hosted
by reggaeton pioneer Ivy
Queen, who lived through
a lot of the history she
discusses on the show.

COVER SONG

4. “You Just May
Be the One,” by
Susanna Hoffs
The Bangles founder
covers forever-cool acts
like Prince and Velvet
Underground on her
superb new solo album,
Bright Lights. But her
take on this Monkees
song by Mike Nesmith
goes to gloriously
bubblegum extremes.

TOUR

5. The Fugees
It’s been a quarter-century
since the Fugees dropped
their masterpiece The
Score, and 16 years since
they hit the road in any
capacity, so the upcoming
reunion tour is beyond
overdue. If the NYC
preview show was any
indication, it’ll be worth
the long wait.

CROZ
ASK

7

RECOMMENDS
OUR TOP POP-

CULTURE PICKS OF
THE MONTH

1

8

5

BOOK

6. ‘Music Is
History’
Questlove’s new book is
an encyclopedic look at
the music that shaped
American culture from the
1970s to present day. It’s
also a timeline of Quest’s
life, being raised on Curtis
Mayfield, Bill Withers, and
others whose music testi-
fied to Black experiences
that are still relevant today.

ALBUM

7. Young Thug’s
‘Punk’
Thug’s second solo studio
album is a polished fusion
of rock and rap (featuring
Travis Barker and a live
band), with some of
his most profound and
heartfelt lyrics to date,
showcased on tracks like

“Droppin Jewels.” Like his
country- and soul-inspired
2017 mixtape Beautiful
Thugger Girls, Punk is
sure to break genres.

BOX SET

1. Joni Mitchell’s
‘Archives Vol. 2’
This installment focuses
on her Reprise era (1968-
71). Highlights include
the unreleased “Hunter”
and an unearthed live
performance — recorded
by Jimi Hendrix.

SERIES

2. ‘Yellowjackets’
In this wild new drama, a
1990s high school girls’
soccer team’s flight crash-
es in a remote wilderness.
Twenty-five years later,
the survivors — including
Juliette Lewis and Christi-
na Ricci — try to cover up
the things they did during
the months they spent
waiting for rescue.

MOVIE

3. ‘Licorice Pizza’
Paul Thomas Anderson
returns with a coming-
of-age story about a
teen actor (played by
Cooper Hoffman, Philip
Seymour Hoffman’s son)
livin’ and lovin’ in 1970s
San Fernando Valley. Tom
Waits, Alana Haim, and
an exquisitely bearded
Bradley Cooper co-star. 
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Adele’s Sleeper Smash
CHARTS

O F ALL THE kinds of heart-
break Adele channels in her
sprawling catalog of ballads
— from the nostalgia and re-

gret of “Hello” to the burn-it-all-down
fury of “Set Fire to the Rain” — the un-
relentingly somber tone of “Love in the
Dark” is on a level all its own.

Released on Adele’s third studio
album, 25, “Love in the Dark” is a
piano ballad that is so mournful and
slow-moving you could call it a dirge.
It doesn’t exactly scream radio sin-
gle, and so — unlike “Hello” and the
Max Martin-penned “Send My Love
(To Your New Lover)” — it was never
released as one. But this fall, “Love in
the Dark” has risen from deep-cut sta-
tus to become what seems to be a new
fan favorite, a rare feat for a six-year-
old song.

According to Alpha Data, the data
analytics provider that powers the
ROLLING STONE charts, “Love in
the Dark” has typically been only
the eighth-most-popular song on the
11-track-long 25 in any given week since
2015. Among all 34 of her songs, “Love
in the Dark” has usually ranked 17th.
The top three are generally “Someone
Like You,” “Rolling in the Deep,” and
“Hello,” in that order.

In late summer, though, “Love in
the Dark” started taking off on TikTok,

and instead of being the soundtrack to
a meme or a dance, the conversation
seemed to be about just how under-
rated this song is. Before August, the
song was seeing between 150,000 and
250,000 on-demand audio streams in
the U.S. each week; by mid-September,
that number had ballooned to more
than 1.5 million. By the week of Sep-
tember 17th through September 23rd,

it was the Number One most popular
song from 25, outstreaming even the
monstrous “Hello.” That made it the
third-most-popular track in Adele’s en-
tire catalog, behind only “Rolling in
the Deep” and “Someone Like You.”

Streaming data about the most pop-
ular albums in the past six years reveals
just how rare this kind of feat is. Look-
ing at the top 1,500 albums released

after 2015 — excluding songs with ex-
pected boosts from remixes, single re-
leases, music videos, current events,
or seasonal popularity — only three ad-
ditional albums contained a track that
made a comparable jump to the top.

Louis Tomlinson’s “Defenceless”
is a recent example of a track that
pulled off something similar, due to a
successful fan campaign a year after
the release of his 2020 album, Walls.
The song went from the eighth-most-
streamed track one month prior to the
most popular track on the album for
the week of January 29th, 2021. Tom-
linson himself commented on Twit-
ter how “crazy” it is for a nonsingle to
achieve this kind of success.

In November 2019, Melanie Mar-
tinez’s “Play Date,” from her album
Cry Baby, jumped from the 12th-most-
streamed track one month prior to the
most popular track on the album four
years after its release. A few months
later, the song took off on TikTok and
Spotify, and was later certified plat-
inum. And last September, Mitski’s
“Me and My Husband” leapt from the
ninth-most-popular song on Be the
Cowboy to the Number One most popu-
lar, helping Mitski debut on the Rolling
Stone Artists 500 chart. All these feats
are impressive — but none quite as
much as Adele’s.

After taking off on TikTok, 2015 deep cut ‘Love in the Dark’ has emerged as one of her most popular songs
By EMILY BLAKE and ANDREW FIRRIOLO
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Weekly Streams of Songs from 25
January 1st, 2021 – September 17th, 2021
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9/3/21 “Love in the
Dark” entered the
Rolling Stone Trending
25 at Number Seven,
with more than
1 million streams.



Ahead of this year’s
show on November
18th, a guide to the top
snubs and surprises

Latin Grammys
Preview 2021

 We Get It,
You Love Camilo
The Academy has declared
the Colombian singer-
songwriter Camilo its
mustachioed golden child,
bestowing him with 10
nominations this year. This
makes sense: The Academy
is trying to balance its taste
for traditional pop based
on criticism that it hasn’t
embraced young artists
enough, and Camilo’s music
is solid middle ground. With
his distinct, helium-high
croon, the 27-year-old pulls
from a range of contempo-
rary genres to craft songs
steeped in the romantic
sentimentality of throwback
eras — full of mass appeal,
yet still pretty innocuous.

 C. Tangana and
the Spain Question
When the Spanish artist
C. Tangana told his label
about his idea for the labor
of love that he eventually
titled El Madrileño, he was
met with reluctance. They
came around once they
heard how he blended
contemporary sounds with
folksy traditions — and the
Academy is into it, too.
C. Tangana received five
nominations, setting him up
as one of this year’s potential
big winners. However, the
recognition brought back a
longtime question that also
surfaced when Rosalía won
several awards in 2019: Does
music by Spanish and other
European artists belong at
the Latin Grammys? Latin
Recording Academy CEO
Manuel Abud says it does.
“I don’t see why we should
exclude any country,” he told
Rolling Stone just before this
year’s nominations.

 Women Still Aren’t
Represented Enough
Eleven women are nomi-
nated across the Big Four
categories this year, includ-
ing Colombian singer Paula
Arenas (above), who is up
for Song of the Year, Record
of the Year, and Album of
the Year. Six women are
among the 11 Best New
Artist nominees. These
numbers are a sign of mixed
progress as the Academy
grapples with its lack of rep-
resentation of women. Are-
nas, Mon Laferte, and Nathy
Peluso are the women with
the most nominations —
but they still received only
four each, compared with
Camilo’s 10 and his go-to
producer Edgar Barrera’s
eight. And the Producer of
the Year category has been
exclusively male since 2018,
when Linda Briceño became
the first woman to win.

 Rita Indiana,
Best ‘New’ Artist?
The nominees for Best
New Artist represent a
variety of countries, includ-
ing Venezuela, Colombia,
Argentina, and Panama. But
one name turned heads:
The Academy voted Domini-
can author and musician
Rita Indiana (above) as a
rising star, though she’s
been making music for over
a decade. Her Mandinga
Times is a brash whirlwind
of dembow, heavy metal,
and reggaeton, featuring
producer Eduardo Cabra,
who has the second-most
Latin Grammys in history. 
“The only thing I’m new at
is getting nominated for
something like this,” she
tells Rolling Stone.

 Regional Gets
Shut Out — and
Reggaeton Sparks
a Big Debate
The Academy’s treatment of
reggaeton artists has been
a subject of conversation
for years. This time, J Balvin
(above, who actually was
nominated) suggested
reggaeton acts boycott the
awards — and drew a swift
response from Residente,
the Puerto Rican rapper
who has the most Latin
Grammys in history. Resi-
dente made light of Balvin’s
outrage, likening him to a
hot-dog vendor upset that
he hadn’t won a Michelin
star, and noted that several
reggaeton and hip-hop acts
are nominated this year:
Bad Bunny’s El Último Tour
Del Mundo is up for Album
of the Year, the Cuban pro-
test anthem “Patria y Vida”
got a nod for Song of the
Year, and Rauw Alejandro’s
“Todo de Ti” is up for both
Record of the Year and
Song of the Year (though
its pop-fusion sound makes
the Academy’s preferences
clear). But there are other
glaring omissions. Black
reggaeton artists, who
are underrepresented
across the industry despite
starting the genre, still have
few nominations. Another
major oversight is Tainy:
Though he’s architected
some of 2021’s biggest hits,
he’s noticeably absent from
the Producer of the Year
category yet again. An even
bigger snub arguably went
to regional Mexican music.
Bands like Grupo Firme and
Los Dos Carnales, who have
seen huge global growth
this year, had their albums
siloed off in the banda and
norteño categories, far from
the major awards. (Los Dos
Carnales also got a Best Re-
gional Song nod for “Tuyo y
Mio” — a song whose lead
artist is, of course, Camilo.)
JULYSSA LOPEZ

C. Tangana
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Then in 2009, San Francisco took this a step further. It passed a Mandatory 

Recycling and Composting Ordinance, which required everyone (private 

citizens and businesses alike) in San Francisco to keep their recyclables, 

compost, and trash separate to prevent waste accumulation and facilitate 

better recycling habits.

That’s no small feat given the general confusion around recycling. 

According to a survey conducted by Kelton and the Paper and Packaging 

Board, nearly all Americans say they recycle (95%) but almost half (44%) 

admit that they are confused about the basics like their designated 

recycling days. So, SF’s ordinance was a significant leap that incentivized 

more sustainable behavior. For instance, property owners could lower 

their city waste fees by accepting larger recycling and compost bins or 

reducing their collection cycles

By 2012, not even a decade after declaring those Zero Waste goals, San 

Francisco had already achieved 77 percent waste diversion—the highest in 

the United States at the time (the city sits at 80 percent now, still the 

highest). In spite of those impressive stats, the city had to adjust its 2020 

goal in 2018 when it was clear those targets would be unattainable. Still, it 

did so while adding new sustainability goals such as reducing waste 

generation (trying to lower what goes into those bins by 15%) and 

improving to 90 percent waste diversion by 2030..

Few cities in the US, let alone the 

world, have the innovation legacy 

of San Francisco. Whether it’s the 

arts or cuisine, technology or 

public transit, what happens in 

the Bay Area often establishes a 

blueprint for cities elsewhere.So 

perhaps it’s no surprise that even 

the most seemingly mundane act 

for anyone living in a city—filling 

those familiar recycling bins and 

bringing them to the curb each week—has been improved by locations 

across the globe taking cues from the 415. San Francisco’s modern 

recycling approach starts with community-wide commitments. Nearly two 

decades ago, in 2003, the city became one of the first to pass a public 

Zero Waste resolution, meaning the city would enact laws and adopt 

policies that lead to an existence where no discarded materials end up in a 

landfill. Instead, San Francisco aspired to sustain itself on recyclable or 

compostable materials that could be worked back into the production 

cycle—and the city wanted to achieve this ideal by 2020.

  

ADVERTORIAL

Learn how you can be a force for nature at PaperForNature.com

Goal Has Made it 
America’s Leading 

Recycling City

SAN FRANCISCO’S

By: Nathan Mattise

Presented by:



From the Makers of Paper and Packaging © 2021 and ® Paper and Packaging Board. Please recycle your paper and boxes.

When you choose paper products, you’re playing a part
in a circle of caring that shows nature some heart.

When you choose paper products, you create a healthy market for forest products, which in turn 
 encourages forest owners to plant more trees. We grow twice as much timber as we use. Today, U.S. 
 forestlands are strong. In the past 30 years, forest area has increased by nearly 33 million acres.

CHOOSE PAPER & PAPER PACKAGING AND BE A FORCE FOR NATURE 
Learn more @ paperfornature.com  
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T HE AMBITIOUS new
Western The Harder
They Fall (in theaters

October 22nd and on Netflix
November 3rd) begins with
a winking disclaimer: “While
the events of this story are
fictional . . .” the opening title
card reads, “These. People.
Existed.” The feature debut
of writer-director Jeymes
Samuel stars Jonathan Majors
as the outlaw Nat Love, one
of America’s most famous
Black cowboys. Around
him, Samuel assembles an
Avengers-like crew of real-life
Black heroes from America’s
frontier era — Stagecoach
Mary (Zazie Beetz),
“Treacherous”
Trudy Smith (Regi-
na King), and Cher-
okee Bill (LaKeith
Stanfield), to name
a few — for a shoot-
’em-up adventure
delivered with gory
flare.

“It’s not a
biopic,” Samuel
says via Zoom from
London. “But it can
change perspec-
tives of what has
been presented to
us as the Old West.”

The film opens
with the gruesome murders
of a preacher and his wife in
the presence of their young
son. One of the outlaws etch-
es a cross in the boy’s head.
That boy, of course, is Love,
whose destiny, following the
classic Western trope, is to
avenge his family. It’s a story
that will see him join forces
with Mary, Jim Beckwourth
(RJ Cyler), and Bill Pickett
(Edi Gathegi), and bring him
face-to-face with a merciless
gang led by another legend

of the Old West, Rufus Buck,
played by Idris Elba.

A self-proclaimed lover
of Westerns, Samuel says
that he’s been unconscious-
ly researching this movie
for much of his life. “I just
loved the stories,” says the
filmmaker, whose 2013 short,
They Die by Dawn, also fea-
tures many of his new film’s
heroes and bandits. He sees
a connection between those
characters’ struggles and his
own. “I grew up in Mozart’s

trauma that we went through
that spawned these beautiful
genres of music, from soul to
reggae to gospel.”

To be sure, The Harder
They Fall isn’t the first film of
its kind. There have been a
handful of movies about the
people of color who were
also Old West badasses —
1972’s Buck and the Preacher,
starring Sidney Poitier and
Harry Belafonte; 1997’s
Buffalo Soldiers, with Danny
Glover. Still, the Old West was
replete with swashbuckling
Black folk who had their own
mythos that, for generations,
has gone unacknowledged.

Samuel says his film is
simply correcting the record:
“You want to broaden the
thematic landscape with
truth. If you remove women
and people of color from the
storylines of the Old West,
you don’t necessarily have
the Old West at all. You pretty
much have a lie.”

MOVIES

Estate in West London. And
the things that we would ex-
perience I find bleeding into
the story of The Harder They
Fall,” Samuel says. “I wanted
to show the cycle of violence
that I grew up seeing.”

Samuel, who began his
career as a musician under
the stage name the Bullitts,
composed the lush score
himself. With a heavy reli-
ance on the earth-trembling
bass of dub and reggae, The
Harder They Fall crafts a re-
freshingly anachronistic sonic
landscape. Barrington Levy’s
dub classic “Here I Come,”
for example, backs an
exhilarating sequence where
the notorious Buck escapes
from shackles. But Samu-
el’s approach has deeper
implications than just being a
mash-up of time periods.

“I wanted to connect the
entire diaspora of our culture
with this story,” Samuel says.
“Because it’s all the same

The Original Ride or Die

If you remove
women and
people of
color from
the storylines
of the Old
West, you
don’t have
the Old West
at all. You
have a lie.”

“

With ‘The Harder
They Fall,’ writer-
director Jeymes
Samuel delivers a
21st-century remix of
a classic film genre
By JEFF IHAZA

TOP GUNS
Regina King, Idris
Elba, and LaKeith

Stanfield stare down
their enemies.

NEW VISION
Samuel on set in
New Mexico
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FAMILY TIME
Moneybagg Yo
with two of his
kids in Atlanta



 PHOTOGRAPH BY Sam Trotter | 23

SPOTLIGHT

Rapper’s Delight
Moneybagg Yo is savoring the fruits of his success

I N A NEW generation of hip-hop talent emerging from Tennessee, Money-
bagg Yo sits at the top of the pack. “I came from the gutter part of Mem-
phis — like the bottom,” says the 30-year-old rapper, who has scored one

of 2021’s highest-selling rap albums with A Gangsta’s Pain, featuring the gruff
yet seductive hit “Wockesha.” He’s pictured here in Atlanta with two of his
eight kids, Demario, 11 (left), and Omarrion, nine, enjoying a meal prepared
by Chef X, a personal chef who’s a family favorite. “If someone can make it
out of Memphis,” he adds, “they’re meant to be here.” WALAA ELSIDDIG
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F ORMER “SILICON
Valley” star Kumail
Nanjiani would really

like everyone to see his
Marvel Cinematic Universe
debut as Kingo, an immortal
superhero/Bollywood star, in
November 5th’s Eternals —
if only because he hopes it’ll
give fans something to talk
about besides how jacked he
is these days. Nanjiani, who
is also in the upcoming Dis-
ney+ show Kenobi, has pulled
off a career transformation
that’s already exceeding his
wildest action-star dreams,
but he’s far from ready to
give up on making people
laugh. “I see a lot of comedi-
ans who do a dramatic thing
or two and then just want to
stay in that world,” says Nan-
jiani, who hopes to return to
stand-up and comedic acting
as soon as possible. “I love
comedy too much. I want to
keep doing it.”

Your Eternals character,
Kingo, is immortal. Starting
out on a light note: Would
you want to live forever,
or does our existence
derive meaning from its
finiteness?
Death is what gives life
meaning — I understand that
on paper. However, I would
love to have eternal life. I
want to travel. Honestly, this
last year and a half, with the
entire world worrying about
death all the time? It would
be fucking great to not have
to worry about it.

What’s it been like for you
to have people so focused
on your body?
It’s a mixed bag, my friend.
Initially when I put the
picture [of his body transfor-
mation] up, it was all very
positive. And then at some
point, it turned a little dark.

People even speculated
that there was chemical
assistance involved.
I was always like, “If people
say that, I’m just gonna take
that as the compliment it
is. . . .” I do not regret posting
that picture. Because it did
change the career opportuni-
ties I get. And I know I’m the
one who opened the window
to this. But for the last year
and a half, it’s just been
about “Do I look grotesque?”
That’s a word that was

thrown around a lot. Obvi-
ously, it hurts my feelings. I
understand that people feel a
little bit betrayed by the way
I look now. If I was a fan of
a nerdy stand-up comedian
and one day he showed up
and he was muscular, I would
be like, “Fuck this guy! Who
the fuck does he think he is?”

Does it give you some
new sympathy for what
women go through?
Basically I understand
like .0001 percent of what
women go through.

What was it like to wear a
superhero costume for the
first time, and have to act
like you have superpowers?
Putting on the costume was
unequivocally, absolutely
amazing. The first time I
put it on, I stood up a little
straighter. I looked at the
mirror and I got really weepy.
I was like, “I think I have to
get my makeup done again.”
The first time [using my pow-
ers, director] Chloe [Zhao]
was like, “You should do little
finger guns.” I was like, “That

sounds goofy.” She was right.
The finger guns look cool!

You said a few years
ago that you came to real-
ize just how important on-
screen representation is.
Now you’re the first South
Asian superhero in a Holly-
wood movie.
It’s pretty cool. It’s also pres-
sure, because it’s a big group
of people, millions of people,
represented in superhero
form, that has not gotten to
do that. But going into the
job, I couldn’t really think of

the representation thing. The
pressure would’ve flattened
me. The fact that people are
this excited to see me is awe-
some. It’s also a little sad that
they had to wait so long.

What other MCU charac-
ters would you like Kingo to
interact with?
I’m very excited to hopefully
interact with Ms. Marvel
at some point — she’s a
Pakistani teenage superhero
[character], and I think she’s
in the new Marvels movie [the
upcoming Captain Marvel se-
quel]. Kingo and Thor would
be an interesting pairing, and
Kingo and Shang-Chi. But
number one would be Drax
the Destroyer, because I’m
friends with Dave Bautista. It
would be really cool to do an
MCU storyline with him.

You’re in the upcoming,
top-secret Disney+ show
Kenobi. Can you share one
story from the set?
I’d heard Ewan [McGregor]
was supernice. And then
we got to know each other a
little bit, just hanging out and
talking. Then there was this
weird moment where I’m
talking to Ewan and they yell
“Action,” and I was like, “Oh,
I’m talking to Obi-Wan Keno-
bi right now. This is not Ewan
McGregor.” My character is
supposed to be a little bit
intimidated by him, and I was
a little bit intimidated. You
know, it’s fucking Obi-Wan.

Is it true that the Silicon
Valley plot where Dinesh
gets savagely mocked for
trying to pull off a gold
chain was based on an inci-
dent from your own life?
Yeah, I bought a silver chain
in high school, like a really
thin, silver chain, which was
all I could afford. I was like,
“Oh, my God, this is amaz-
ing.” Then I started wearing
it at school, and it became
very obvious very quickly
that I was never going to be
able to pull that off [laughs].

Maybe you’re finally
ready.
I don’t think I can! I think the
chain wears me. I don’t wear
the chain.

So immortal superhero
is easier than the chain, is
what you’re saying.
That’s right. Immortal-super-
hero-Bollywood-movie-star is
easier than a gold chain.

The ‘Eternals’ star on getting ripped, being objectified,
and freaking out over Obi-Wan Kenobi

BY BRIAN HIATT

Kumail Nanjiani
Q&A
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W HEN KEVIN CHMIELEWSKI
emerged from the FBI’s fortress
of a headquarters in downtown
Washington, D.C., his head

was spinning. It was the fall of 2017. He’d just
left a classified briefing about a matter of na-
tional security. As he walked back to his of-
fice at the Environmental Protection Agency,
Chmielewski knew what he had to do next: He
had to tell his boss, EPA Administrator Scott
Pruitt, to get over to the bureau and receive his
own briefing as soon as possible. After all, it
was Pruitt the FBI needed to speak with about
a matter so urgent.

Chmielewski (pronounced shim-uh-LESS-ski)
had gone to work at the EPA at the urging of his
friends in the Trump White House, who wanted
someone they trusted to keep an eye on Pruitt.
Chmielewski had worked the 2016 campaign as
an advance man for Donald Trump, one of the
men and women in suits and earpieces who
map out every trip, drive the candidate from
event to event, and protect him as he walks
through a crowd. Chmielewski liked to describe
advance staffers as the Navy SEALs of politics:
If they did their jobs well, no one would notice
their presence or remember their name. “My
whole career has been no one knows and no
one cares who Kevin Chmielewski is,” he says.

Chmielewski looked the part of a SEAL —
square-jawed, crew cut, with a surfer’s build,
and tattoos sleeving his arms — but as an ad-
vance man he had none of the stability of a mili-
tary job. He bounced from one campaign to the
next every cycle, working mostly for prominent
Republican candidates. Each time, he hoped
that his boss’s victory would lead to a govern-
ment job and a steady paycheck. Instead, he
woke up out of work the day after the election
— McCain in 2008, Romney in 2012. He packed
up his car and headed back home to Maryland’s
Eastern Shore, working odd jobs until the next
candidate came calling.

In the time he worked for the Trump cam-
paign, he fended off a protester who had rushed
the stage in Dayton, Ohio, and guided Trump’s
motorcade through a violent crowd in Fres-
no, California. He’d grown close with Trump’s
kids. “I don’t stick up for Trump or the Trumps

The Trials and Tragedy of
a Trump-Era Whistleblower
He exposed Scott Pruitt’s
corruption. So why has the
disgraced former EPA chief
escaped justice while Kevin
Chmielewski’s life is ruined?
By ANDY KROLL

NO MAN’S LAND
“We made the swamp
bigger and put bigger

creatures in there,”
Chmielewski says. “I

wasn’t going to be one
of those creatures.”

PHOTOGRAPH BY Maansi Srivastava
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“Right is right and wrong is
wrong. Being a new father,
20 years down the road,
when my kids ask me about it,
I want to make sure I am on
the right side of this.”

that much,” he says. “But Ivanka, to the staff,
was incredible. Jared was helpful and pleasant,
would never ask for anything. They were very
easy to work for.”

With Trump, Chmielewski was finally on
a winning team. He says he had his pick of
jobs in the administration and, coming from
a law-enforcement family, chose the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security. But within months,
Chmielewski says, the White House asked him
to consider moving to the EPA. Officially, he
would be the director of scheduling and ad-
vance. Unofficially, he would keep an eye on
the new administrator, Scott Pruitt, the former
Oklahoma attorney general whose question-
able behavior was raising alarms. Pruitt was “a
knucklehead,” Chmielewski remembers Trump
telling him. “He’s doing a lot of stuff we don’t
agree with,” a White House official told him.
“We need one of our guys” to rein him in.

Chmielewski never forgot what Pruitt’s chief
of staff, Ryan Jackson, told him when he ar-
rived at the EPA: “My nightmare is now yours.”
Even though he’d been in office for a few
months, Pruitt had infuriated environmental-
ists and Democrats with his anti-science, indus-
try-friendly stance, stripping any mention of cli-
mate change from EPA websites, rolling back
regulations, and cozying up to the leaders of
major fossil-fuel companies. Internally, though,
Pruitt’s personal behavior was the problem
Jackson spoke of. Excessive travel, first-class
flights, decorating his office with paintings from
the Smithsonian, an around-the-clock security
detail, and requests for an armored car: Pruitt
was one leak away from embarrassing the ad-
ministration with any one of his indiscretions.

But after his classified FBI briefing, Chmie-
lewski’s primary concern was getting Pruitt’s
attention. What he’d learned from the bureau
was the kind of information that kept you up at
night, something Chmielewski believed a Cab-
inet secretary should know and act on imme-
diately. “It was a massive deal,” he says. “Quite
frankly I don’t sleep well.”

Jackson, Pruitt’s chief of staff, didn’t have a
security clearance, so Chmielewski tried to con-
vey the urgency of the situation without spill-
ing any classified details, telling Jackson the FBI
needed to speak with Pruitt.

“Kevin, stop,” Jackson said, according to
Chmielewski’s recollection of events. “Do not
say another word to Scott Pruitt about this.”
Why? Chmielewski asked. “Plausible deniabil-
ity,” Jackson replied.

Plausible deniability? Chmielewski was
stunned. Was he trying to shield Pruitt from a
matter of national security without even know-
ing what it was? ( Jackson didn’t respond to a re-
quest for comment.) Undeterred, Chmielewski
sought out Pruitt himself and found the admin-
istrator surrounded by a gaggle of aides. “Sir,
I just met with the FBI,” he said. “They really
didn’t want to meet with me. They wanted to
meet with you.”

When Pruitt brushed him off, Chmielew-
ski pressed harder. “Sir, I don’t think you un-
derstand,” he said. “Kevin,” Pruitt shot back,
“I don’t think you understand.” Whatever it

was, Pruitt didn’t want to know about it. End
of story. (Pruitt didn’t respond to multiple re-
quests for comment.)

Chmielewski — who told this story for the
first time in interviews with ROLLING STONE —
says he realized then that Pruitt was more than
just self-absorbed or brazen: By refusing to be
briefed on a matter of national security, he was
dangerous. Chmielewski had already told oth-
ers in the administration about some of Pruitt’s
behavior, and his resolve now hardened. Over a
span of months, he made dozens of disclosures
to officials in the EPA, the White House, and
other parts of the administration about Pruitt’s
secrecy, spending habits, and abuses of power.
Chmielewski didn’t realize it at the time, but he
had become a whistleblower. “I had no idea re-
ally what a whistleblower was, what their rights
were, when all this stuff was happening,” he
says now. “It’s still weird to say I’m a whistle-
blower. It feels like it’s a dirty word.”

What happened next still feels like a blur

to him. After sounding the alarm internally,
Chmielewski’s name leaked to Congress and the
media. He got inundated with hundreds of re-
quests for interviews as well as an invitation to
testify on Capitol Hill. Chmielewski’s whistle-
blowing played a key role in exposing Pruitt’s
wrongdoing and pressuring the administration
to force Pruitt out.

“Whether [Chmielewski’s] policies were
aligned with ours or not, clearly he had that
moral compass to recognize what was going on
was deeply unethical and deeply problemat-
ic,” says Adam Beitman of the Sierra Club. “We
needed that at the time, and it’s a shame that
there were so few people who did what he did.”

But while Pruitt remains a lawyer in good
standing, and, for a time, a registered lobby-
ist in the state of Indiana, Chmielewski has
watched his life fall apart. He was removed
from the EPA building by an armed security
guard. His friends from the Trump White
House won’t return his calls and texts. No Re-
publican campaign will hire him. When he
sought protection under a federal whistleblow-
er statute, he learned that as a political appoin-
tee he fell into a legal loophole. He then sued
the EPA, saying the agency had violated his
First Amendment free-speech rights as a citizen
whistleblower. The lawyers for the Trump ad-
ministration fought his case, only for the Biden
administration to pick up where the Trump-era
lawyers left off.

“I live paycheck to paycheck,” he says. “I’ve
sold everything and am just making ends meet.
These are the repercussions of doing the right
thing.”

T HE DRIVE FROM Washington, D.C., to
Chmielewski’s home on Maryland’s
Eastern Shore takes three hours, but
the distance feels that much farther

when you understand where Chmielewski is
now compared with his years on the campaign
trail or serving in the Trump administration.
He works as a manager at a small golf-course
restaurant called the Hideaway, a few miles in-
land from the boardwalk-lined beaches of Ocean
City. He says he earns about $40,000 a year, less
than a third of what he made at the EPA, and
drives Uber and Lyft to make extra cash during
the tourism offseason. His wife, Brianne, who
had worked full-time raising their two children,
drives the beer cart at the golf course. Since los-
ing his EPA job, he’s drained his bank accounts
and retirement funds to pay the bills and sup-
port his family. “I’m on the verge of bankrupt-
cy,” he tells me, seated at a corner table in the
restaurant one day this summer.

Spread out on the table is a collection of
photos, letters, and other memorabilia from
Chmielewski’s career as an advance man. Hand-
signed thank-you letters from George W. Bush
and Dick Cheney. A personalized plaque from
the 2016 Trump campaign. He shows them to
me almost as proof of the life he’d once had.

Seated alongside his legal team, Chmielew-
ski talks like a man who still hasn’t quite fath-
omed how he ended up where he is today. The
words tumble out of him in a breathless rush,
one story dissolving into the next, and when
he feels like he’s not doing the story justice,
he reaches for his cellphone, which doubles as
an audiovisual archive of his life in politics. He
searches for a clip from a Trump campaign rally
and plays it for me.

A deafening roar fills a packed gymnasium.
It’s April 20th, 2016. The venue is Chmielew-
ski’s old high school, a few miles from where
we’re sitting, in the town of Berlin, Maryland.
Midway through the rally, Trump asks, “Where
the hell is Kevin? He’s a star. Where is Kevin?
Get Kevin up here.” Chants of “Kevin! Kevin!
Kevin!” ring out as Chmielewski reluctantly ap-
pears onstage. “I haven’t paid for a drink in
town since,” he says.

It was quite the homecoming for a guy who
had barely graduated and had so little money
growing up that he couldn’t afford his own
senior-class yearbook. His mother raised him
while working as a bartender, and his father
was an electrician. He dreamed of working in
the Secret Service, and spent two years in the
Coast Guard to get the military service that
would help him meet that dream, but he was
honorably discharged to help care for his dis-
abled brother. He met Rick Ahern, one of the
most famous advance staffers in history. Ahern
had staffed President Reagan when Reagan was
shot outside the Washington Hilton. Ahern gave
Chmielewski his first break, working advance
on a trip for then-Vice President Dick Cheney.
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Grunt-level jobs for George W. Bush and other
GOP bigwigs followed; one year, he donned a
bunny suit for the annual White House Easter-
egg-roll celebration. With each gig, Chmielew-
ski found his place in the small fraternity of
professional advance staffers.

Chmielewski spent so much time in close
quarters with the people he worked for, carry-
ing their confidences and ensuring their safe-
ty, that it was hard not to feel a familial kinship.
When Mitt and Ann Romney, whom Chmielew-
ski staffed during the 2012 presidential race,
learned that he and his girlfriend had been to-
gether for more than a decade but hadn’t mar-
ried, he says the Romneys insisted he pro-
pose before the campaign was over. As he tells
this story to me, he pulls out his phone again
and shows me a photo of him down on one
knee, proposing to Brianne, the
Romneys standing in the back-
ground, looking on like proud
parents. On election night,
Chmielewski recalls, Romney,
who’d just delivered his conces-
sion speech, said to the group:
“Guys, we didn’t lose. We’re get-
ting Kevin married.”

It was while working for
Romney that Chmielewski met
Trump. According to Chmielew-
ski, Trump turned to Corey
Lewandowski a few months be-
fore launching his own presiden-
tial bid in 2015 and asked, “Who
was that Polack that used to
work for Romney? He was a good
guy.” Trump called Chmielew-
ski, offered him a job, and
Chmielewski spent the next 18 months at
Trump’s side. He planned Trump’s trips, safe-
guarded his cellphone, fetched his McDonald’s
(two Big Macs and two Fish Filets with fries),
and delivered the voice-of-God announcement
that signaled Trump’s entrance at campaign ral-
lies: “Please welcome the next president of the
United States, Donald J. Trump!”

Chmielewski didn’t agree with everything
Trump campaigned on, but he liked Trump’s
vow to drain the swamp and end the country’s
forever wars. Mostly, as he looked out on the
massive crowds flocking to Trump’s rallies, he
felt like he’d boarded a rocket ship just before
liftoff, and intended to ride it all the way to the
end. After Trump won, Chmielewski was told
he would have his pick of jobs. He would final-
ly get to make some real money working in the
federal government instead of slinking back
home to Maryland again.

When the White House asked him to leave his
first choice at DHS after a few months and move
to the EPA, the decision was a “no-brainer,” he
tells me. The EPA job paid more than DHS. He
had grown up on the water and thought of him-
self as a conservationist, a surfer, and a water-
man (“wutterman,” in his Eastern Shore ac-
cent), someone who cared about protecting the
natural landscape. The EPA also had a lower
profile than DHS, and, as best he could tell, no
one knew who Scott Pruitt, the new administra-

tor, was. “I work less and make more money,”
he says. “I just found the perfect boring job.”

C HMIELEWSKI FELT BEYOND exhaust-
ed when his flight landed at Reagan
National airport in early February
2018. He’d spent the past 16 hours on

planes returning home from an assignment on
the other side of the world. Dressed in sweat-
pants and flip-flops, so tired he could hardly
see straight, he called a cab to take him to EPA
headquarters, and from there, he’d head home
to the Eastern Shore to be with his wife and
kids, whom he hadn’t seen in weeks.

He flashed his badge at the security guard
posted at the EPA’s main entrance and walked
to his car. When he got there, two agents were
waiting for him, according to a whistleblower

complaint he later filed. They said they’d been
sent by Nino Perrotta, the head of Pruitt’s se-
curity detail, to retrieve Chmielewski’s EPA
badge, work phone, and parking pass. Chmie-
lewski knew something was wrong. But he
wasn’t about to hand over his work creden-
tials. He says he politely declined, and the two
agents went on their way.

Soon afterward, Chmielewski got a call from
Perrotta’s deputy. Turn around right now and
come back to the office, he was told. “I’m going
home,” Chmielewski said, and kept driving. A
few minutes after that, he got another call, this
time from Perrotta himself. “Get the fuck back
here right now,” Chmielewski recalls Perrotta
telling him.

“Excuse me?” Chmielewski responded.
“Nino, have you lost your mind?”

“Get the fuck back here right now or I’m
coming to your house.” (Perrotta says he called
Chmielewski and asked for his credentials at
this behest of his superiors, but says he never
swore and that Chmielewski’s account of the
conversation is “completely inaccurate.”)

Chmielewski was two months shy of his one-
year anniversary at the EPA. It had been any-
thing but a boring experience from the day he
had arrived. Chmielewski was a key liaison be-
tween the EPA and the White House, and also
between Pruitt’s office and the law-enforcement
community, from the local cops who helped

protect Pruitt on field visits, to the FBI and the
EPA’s in-house intelligence bureau. He was also
in charge of practically all logistics not only for
Pruitt, but also for Pruitt’s family.

As Chmielewski would later tell congres-
sional investigators, he sensed trouble with
Pruitt right away. Under the pretext of needing
additional security measures to ensure Pruitt’s
safety, the EPA acquired hulking, blacked-out
SUVs. Habitually late, Pruitt had his security
detail use lights and sirens to clear traffic as he
tore through Washington, D.C., en route to din-
ner or a meeting. Pruitt insisted on flying first-
class and when possible on Delta, because he
was a frequent Delta customer, even though
Delta was rarely the cheapest option and gov-
ernment regulations mandated that public
servants spend as little as possible on travel.
When the career employees at the EPA alerted
Chmielewski to these issues, he dismissed them
as Democrats bitter about a new Republican ad-
ministrator. But the more he learned, the more
he realized they were right. “It took me a very
short time to realize they’re telling the truth.”

There were so many ethical problems cre-
ated by Pruitt that it was hard to keep track of
them all. Pruitt had one of his assistants look
into potential real estate and a subscription
to the private-plane service NetJets. He asked
to rent priceless paintings from the Smithso-
nian for his office. He sought to expand his se-
curity detail from a half-dozen agents to 20,
and received round-the-clock protection, cost-
ing $3.5 million in his first year, nearly dou-
ble what Pruitt’s predecessors paid. He placed
good friends from Oklahoma in EPA advisory
jobs while forcing out career scientists. Some
of Pruitt’s abuses were so cartoonishly corrupt
that they would later become the stuff of lore:
asking aides to procure a mattress from the
Trump hotel in Washington; making his detail
drive him to multiple Ritz-Carlton hotels to find
a hand lotion he liked; spending $47,000 on a
secure phone booth in his office suite.

Pruitt had installed Perrotta as the head of
his security detail after forcing out an official
who had pushed back on Pruitt’s requests. Sud-
denly, the security presence around Pruitt grew
dramatically, and career employees saw their
access to Pruitt scaled back. Pruitt and Per-
rotta pushed to install a bulletproof desk in
the administrator’s office, should an armed
assailant get past the security guards. Para-
noid about leaks and potential spying by his
enemies, Pruitt asked for a security firm to
sweep his office, and Perrotta recommended
a contractor who also happened to work at
the private-security firm Perrotta ran on the
side. “Nino made it sound like this guy was
going to be assassinated every 30 seconds,”
Chmielewski recalls. (“Completely false,” Per-
rotta says.)

For a time, Chmielewski did as he was told,
including firing a junior employee who had al-
legedly refused to delete sensitive entries from
Pruitt’s calendar. But he says he grew appalled
by what he saw. He also recognized that, by vir-
tue of his proximity to Pruitt, he was one of the
few people privy to all of Pruitt’s wrongdoing.

FORCED OUT
Pruitt’s corrup-
tion became
the stuff of
lore, including
spending
$47,000 on
a phone booth
in his office
and decorat-
ing his office
with priceless
paintings
from the
Smithsonian.



November 2021 |  Rolling Stone | 29

He started telling people he knew in the White
House and in Trump’s orbit — the same peo-
ple he’d grown close with while working on
the presidential campaign — about what Pruitt
was up to. He says he told trusted Trump advis-
ers Lewandowski and David Bossie, the head
of the White House personnel office, and two
senior aides to Vice President Pence; senior
EPA officials; and the EPA’s inspector general.
He didn’t realize that by making these disclo-
sures he’d made himself a whistleblower. All he
knew was that Pruitt was out of control and he
didn’t want anything to do with what Pruitt was
doing. He’d been sent to the EPA to keep watch
on Pruitt, but now it felt like his White House
contacts and other Trump pals weren’t all that
interested in the issues he was raising. Maybe
his disclosures got lost in the day-to-day chaos
of the Trump administration; maybe the White
House really didn’t want to know about Pruitt’s
wrongdoing. Plausible deniability.

Offered to work advance on a handful of
overseas trips for the White House in late
2017 and early 2018, Chmielewski leapt at the
chance to take a break from Pruitt and the
mess at the EPA. Still, he continued to warn
the White House about what he’d seen, even
if it was just telling Pence’s chief of staff, Nick
Ayers, over beers and pizza during an of-
ficial trip to Israel. It was during these trips,
Chmielewski says, that Pruitt learned about his
whistleblowing and embarked on a campaign
to discredit him and force him out of the EPA.
An anonymous complaint was filed — Chmie-
lewski believes Pruitt was behind it — with the
EPA’s inspector general, saying Chmielewski
didn’t have a security clearance but did have
a criminal record; the IG investigated the com-
plaint and found it to be baseless.

Chmielewski had just returned from one of
his trips assisting the vice president’s office
when the two agents confronted him in the
EPA parking lot. When Chmielewski returned
to the office the following Monday, February
12th, 2018, his key no longer worked and his
nameplate was gone. Charles Munoz, the of-
ficial White House liaison at the EPA, called
Chmielewski into his office and handed him a
resignation letter to sign. When he refused, he
was escorted out of the building.

He found himself in a legal limbo. He hadn’t
been fired, yet hadn’t resigned, either. For
weeks he continued to collect a paycheck
even though he wasn’t working. Officials in the
White House pleaded with him to just resign.
“We’re in a pinch here,” he remembers being
told. “Do us a favor and we’ll try to get you to
another agency. You need to resign.” Again, he
refused. He’d done nothing wrong, he argued.
He also thought about his young kids. “Right
is right and wrong is wrong,” he says. “Espe-
cially at that time, being a new father and re-
alizing 20 years down the road, when my kids
asked me about it, I wanted to be on the right
side of this.”

He refused to resign and accepted an invita-
tion to appear in private before the House over-
sight committee. The committee’s Democratic
staff members couldn’t have been more polite,

he says, even putting him in touch with lawyers
who could represent him as a whistleblower if
he needed legal help. The tenor on the Republi-
can side was different. “The entire conversation
was, ‘You sure you want to do this?’ ” Chmie-
lewski recalls. “Not ‘Hey, what happened?’ but
‘Why don’t you just leave this alone?’ ”

Once the media caught wind of his whistle-
blowing and testimony, Chmielewski was flood-
ed with interview requests. He agreed to a few
of them, with TV producers he knew and trust-
ed from the campaign trail, then laid low at
home, essentially unemployed and uncertain
of his employment status at the EPA, until the
furor subsided. The Government Account-
ability Project, a nonpartisan legal-defense
group, agreed to represent him, and his lawyer
there, Samantha Feinstein, peppered the EPA
with inquiries about Chmielewski’s employ-
ment status. According to one of Chmielew-

ski’s whistleblower complaints, his lawyers
eventually obtained resignation documents in
which Munoz had signed “Charles Munoz for
Kevin Chmielewski” in the place where Chmie-
lewski’s signature should have been. Munoz
would later admit to the EPA’s inspector gener-
al that Chmielewski had never resigned.

Chmielewski and his daughter had gone to
see the movie Incredibles 2 when Pruitt’s resig-
nation was announced. With Pruitt out of the
picture, he hoped he might find a way into the
administration again. In early 2020, according
to one of Chmielewski’s whistleblower com-
plaints, Johnny McEntee, an old friend from the
campaign who had taken charge of the White
House’s personnel office, vowed to help him.
McEntee found a position for him at the De-
partment of Energy, which said it planned to
hire him. But when McEntee tried to finalize
Chmielewski’s paperwork, someone blocked it.
Chmielewski suspects advisers close to Trump
had blacklisted him. “There’s nothing I can do,”
Chmielewski says McEntee told him. “My hands
are tied because the job has been rescinded.”

C HMIELEWSKI NOW SPENDS his days in
a legal no man’s land. With the help of
his lawyers, he challenged his termi-
nation with the Office of Special Coun-

sel, which deals with whistleblower issues, and
another administration office, called the Merit
Systems Protection Board. Both offices said
Chmielewski had no standing to appeal his fir-
ing, because as a senior political appointee, he

had no statutory protections as a whistleblow-
er. The laws that protected career civil servants
didn’t apply to him, even though he was one of
the only people at the EPA who had the first-
hand knowledge to expose Pruitt’s abuses.

Liz Hempowicz, the director of public policy
at the Project on Government Oversight, says
so-called senior-executive service positions —
political appointees who serve at the pleasure
of the president — come with more flexibility to
pay higher salaries, but also with more leeway
for an administration to remove appointees. But
Hempowicz says cases like Chmielewski’s illus-
trate the need for even basic whistleblower pro-
tections for those appointees, so that they’re
not hung out to dry if they speak up about po-
tential wrongdoing. “It leaves an accountabil-
ity gap that should be very concerning,” she
says, “especially when you talk about people
like Scott Pruitt, who are distrustful of civil ser-
vants and won’t let them in the room.”

Chmielewski’s legal team is pushing Con-
gress to close the loophole for political ap-
pointees with a piece of legislation called the
Whistleblower Protection Improvement Act. At
the same time, Chmielewski is waging several
legal battles, alleging that the Trump adminis-
tration illegally retaliated against him. He wants
to be reinstated in his EPA job or given the posi-
tion that had been rescinded at Energy.

He also filed a lawsuit in D.C. federal court,
saying his First Amendment rights had been
infringed upon. In both cases, the change
of administration from Trump to Biden has
made little difference in the position taken by
the government. The Biden Justice Depart-
ment has refused to consider a settlement in
Chmielewski’s case, and instead argued that
he has no whistleblower protections as a po-
litical appointee. “Many taxpayer dollars are
being spent by the Biden administration fight-
ing Kevin Chmielewski’s case,” says Feinstein,
his lawyer at the Government Accountability
Project. “This is someone who did the right
thing and has suffered for it. The government
benefited from his information and the public
benefited from his information.” But the Biden
Justice Department, she adds, has “literally
zero to offer.”

Chmielewski has been cast out of the small,
close-knit group of professional advance staff-
ers. “If I was in their shoes, which I used to be,
I wouldn’t hire me either,” he says. He’s tried to
find work at a defense contractor or other gov-
ernment-related job, but he fears one Google
search renders him unemployable. Over lunch
one day at the restaurant, I ask him if he would
do it all again knowing what he knows now. He
tells me he doesn’t regret blowing the whistle.
He’s long since grown disillusioned with Trump
and his cronies: “We made the swamp bigger
and put bigger creatures in there. I wasn’t going
to be one of those creatures.”

The question that keeps him up at night,
he says, is this one: “Where does this story
end? Five years from now, 10 years, 20, 50?”
He looks pained as he asks these questions. “Is
that Kevin homeless? Or is that Kevin thriving
and doing well?”

“I live paycheck to paycheck,”
says Chmielewski. “I’ve sold
everything and am just
making ends meet. There
are repercussions for doing
the right thing.”
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“I WRITE SOLELY FOR MYSELF.
I THINK IF I TRIED TO SIT DOWN
AT THE PIANO AND WRITE A
SONG THAT EVERYONE LIKES,
IT’S NEVER ANY GOOD.”
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just been beautifully co-opted by who-
ever’s listening.

But the process does start with it just
being very intimate, literally alone. A
lot of people have said to me very gen-
erously, like you just did, “Wow, that’s
so brave,” and I wonder what part of
it is brave, because it just doesn’t feel
brave to me [laughs]. It just feels like
a mandatory experience to the point
where if I’m not doing that — if I’m
not expressing myself in that way — I’d
probably get sick really fast.

RODRIGO: That’s fascinating.
MORISSETTE: What about you? Is it

a mandatory thing? If you’re not writ-
ing or expressing yourself, do you start
eating your own hand?

RODRIGO: I try to write every day.
I’m the same way: I write solely for
myself. I think if I tried to sit down at
the piano and be like, “I’m going to

write a song that everyone likes and
that resonates with people!” it’s never
any good.

I’ve been trying to put out songs
and realize they’re not mine anymore.
I can’t tell you how many songs that
I’ve listened to and been like, “Oh, my
gosh, that artist totally wrote it for me
and my situation,” and they never did.
You know what I mean?

MORISSETTE: No, they did! [Laughs.]
RODRIGO: A hundred percent. They

knew every minutia of what I’m going
through. But that’s what’s beautiful
about art — you can just fill in the gaps
with pieces of your own life. By trying
to feel like you can control what peo-
ple project onto it, it loses magic.

MORISSETTE: The projection is some-
times intense, but I feel like people in
the public eye and artists in particular
are social activists by mistake, because
we’re these screens upon which peo-
ple project everything. They project
light, they project what’s wrong, they
project what they hate. My dad told
me when I was really young — I think

I F ANYONE CAN understand the roller coaster that
Olivia Rodrigo has been on this year, it’s Alanis
Morissette. The two songwriters — who are big
fans of each other’s music, but have never met be-
fore today — sit facing one another in dark blaz-
ers in a San Francisco warehouse overlooking the

Pacific. Morissette rocks firecracker-red heels, while Rodri-
go is disco-ready in platform leather boots that she swears
are comfortable.

Prior to the interview, they casually discuss topics that
range from Halloween (Rodrigo’s favorite holiday) to Germa-
ny (where Morissette briefly lived as a child). Soon, they get
more personal, with Morissette asking Rodrigo if she has any
tattoos. “No! I just turned 18!” Rodrigo says with a laugh. “I
feel like if I do one, I’m going to want to do so many more.”
Her idol offers a word of advice: “Don’t get a tattoo unless
you’ve been married 47 years.”

Rodrigo and Morissette might be nearly 30 years apart,
but they’ve gone down similar paths. Both began as child
actors (Rodrigo on Disney+’s High School Musical: The Musi-
cal: The Series; Morissette on the Canadian sketch show You
Can’t Do That on Television). Both of their careers exploded
beyond their wildest expectations when they switched their
focus to music, releasing blockbuster albums that used in-
tensely personal details to strike universal chords of heart-
break. They even both have hit singles whose music videos
feature them navigating mixed feelings in a moving vehicle
(“Drivers License” and “Ironic”).

“I love how you’re so honest and talk about stuff that nor-
mally isn’t talked about in songwriting,” says Rodrigo, whose
album, Sour, is one of the year’s most streamed by a healthy
margin. “Well, you’re doing the same,” replies Morissette,
47, who’s been touring to celebrate the 25th anniversary
of Jagged Little Pill. “I’m excited. I went down many rabbit
holes knowing I was going to meet you.”

“Oh, my gosh,” Rodrigo says. “I’m going to blush.”

RODRIGO: I remember having my mind blown when I was
13. I was in the car with my parents listening to Jagged Little
Pill. I remember hearing “Perfect,” and I was like, “Oh, my
God.” I told my music teacher a couple days after: “You can
write songs like that?” I just looked at music and songwrit-
ing in a completely different way.

MORISSETTE: What was it about that song? Was it the per-
fectionism theme, or was it just the idea of stream of con-
sciousness?

RODRIGO: I just think that’s something me and all of my
friends had felt so acutely for so long, and I’d never heard
somebody talk about it — even in general, in conversation,
and definitely never in a song that’s so popular.

It’s really hard to sing about what you sing about some-
times. Maybe it’s not hard for you, but as a listener . . . I went
to see Jagged Little Pill on Broadway before lockdown, and
that was the first time I heard “So Unsexy.” I remember
being like, “I can’t believe she’s saying all of this stuff.” Stuff
that is so, so vulnerable and intimate. That was another mo-
ment where I was like, “Wow, songwriting can be so much
bigger than I imagined it in my head.”

MORISSETTE: I don’t know what your process is around
songwriting. For me, when I first write it, it’s just for myself.
It’s me alone in a room.

RODRIGO: Always, yeah.
MORISSETTE: And then when it’s shared publicly, it’s no

longer mine. It’s still my story, and I’m really intrigued when
I hear other people’s interpretations of it, because some-
times it’s a direct match to what my experience was. Other
times it has nothing to do with where I was coming from. It’s

I was maybe seven — he said, “Sweet-
heart, there’s three ways people will
perceive you in the world: They’re
going to love you and you can do no
wrong, they’re going to hate you and
you can do no right, or they just won’t
give a shit. It’s going to be one of those
three, so enjoy!”

I kept that in mind, because ulti-
mately people who are close to us want
to feel seen and understood to some
degree. We’re on tour right now, and
every night onstage is this invitation
to whatever you see up here or what-
ever you’re perceiving. I don’t know
what your experience is performing
live, but it’s like a churn. It’s like tak-
ing the energy and really alchemically
crunching it out of my body, but also
getting it out.

RODRIGO: That’s funny you say that.
I’ve really never played a proper show
before in my life, which is kind of
strange, because I put out my record
in quarantine.

MORISSETTE: Right, how was that?
RODRIGO: I honestly loved it. I put

out my first song, which did really well,
and I didn’t expect any of that sort of
success so early on. I think had I not
just been doing the same thing that
I had always been doing and writing
songs in my bedroom, maybe I would
have gotten a little more in my head
about it than I did.

MORISSETTE: So it’s released, and
there’s no way really to anticipate any
receptivity. Then it was received by
a lot of people in a very excited way.
How did you navigate that at first? I
mean, you’re still in it, obviously.

RODRIGO: We had a similar experi-
ence, where we had a really successful
debut album, which is weird. At least
for me, it felt super-quick. It felt over-
night, and I’ve been working and writ-
ing songs since I was five years old.
It definitely wasn’t overnight. But the
“I’m writing songs in my bedroom”
to “Oh, my gosh, lots of people know
this song” was really quick for me. I
feel obviously so lucky, but sometimes
it just feels like it doesn’t have to do
with me.

MORISSETTE: It’s impersonal.
RODRIGO: Yeah. I always think that

creativity is sometimes really magical
and celestial, and if you’re a vessel for
an amazing song, that’s awesome, but
sometimes it doesn’t have anything to
do with you. I try to not attach a lot of
ego to it.

MORISSETTE: Well, that’s deeply wise.
RODRIGO: How did you handle it

when your album came out? Did you
have any hard times dealing with criti-
cism or the spotlight?
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my first heartbreak.” That was so mag-
ical for me, to not only see how univer-
sal that feeling was, but also how mag-
ical music can be and it can take you
back to a specific point in time. You
can hear everything and taste every-
thing and smell everything, and that’s
so unique to music.

MORISSETTE: I think love and anger
and pain are energies that move
worlds. They open things up, they start
the currents moving again if some-
thing’s stuck. If we’re depressed or rid-
dled with anxiety — and they usually go
hand in hand — in order to move out of
that a tiny bit, maybe conjuring a little
anger is going to help. What I love for
my music to be able to provide is just
this intimacy, and it’s an invitation for
our humanity. There’s this whole cur-
rent of what it is to be human that is

overlooked by culture. Enter music.
Music is this giant allowance for what-
ever messy, gorgeous, luminous, ter-
rifying thing that’s going on. It’s like a
permission button.

RODRIGO: Pressure of a sophomore
album is something that I’ve been
thinking about a lot, too. I don’t know
if you felt that pressure.

MORISSETTE: After Jagged Little Pill,
everywhere I went, every grocery store
ever was “When’s your next record? I
hate men, too!” I didn’t want to write
it right away. There’s a lot of pressure
to rise to some odd occasion or bar.
For me, it’s about snapshots of what’s
happening in your life now — including
that pressure.

RODRIGO: Did you have a hard time
with your relationship being pulled
apart and poked and prodded and
wanting details of your personal life
that you don’t feel comfortable giving?

MORISSETTE: Yeah. When I write
songs, I’m not writing them to ruin
someone’s life. If I were doing that,
I’d probably give names and address-
es. None of these songs are written to

MORISSETTE: All eyes on the fishbowl. There was a lot of
bullying and a lot of jealousy and a lot of people whom I’d
adored my whole life being mean girls.

RODRIGO: Same!
MORISSETTE: Somewhere around 22, I stopped reading

everything because it wasn’t really relevant to my person-
al growth and evolution. I had enough people around me
who would point out blind spots whether I wanted them to
or not. And I love therapy, so I’ve always had a huge team
of therapists. But at the end of the day it became “Who do
I feel seen by?”

RODRIGO: I’ve had a very similar experience. Putting out
music in the age of social media can be really daunting, and
I think people hold young women to an incredibly unrealis-
tic standard. I’ve taken the same route as you have and just
don’t look at it.

I don’t think anyone is meant to look at that stuff. I don’t
think we as human beings are supposed to know what thou-
sands of people think about what we wore or what we said
or how we talk. I think having that separation is really im-
portant — realizing that that’s not real life, you know what I
mean? That world that is created online, it’s just one facet of
this very big human existence.

MORISSETTE: People ask me what I think of Instagram and
everything, and I just think it’s like a storefront in New York
at Christmastime. It’s presentational.

RODRIGO: Exactly. It’s just hard for me because I had my
first Instagram when I was 12 years old. So I completely had
all of my adolescence in front of people, and I think it’s hard
to differentiate who you are as a person versus who you are
as a person on Instagram.

For a long time, I had a hard time separating those two
things. I could be kind and smart and have all of these awe-
some things, but if I didn’t showcase them on Instagram and
nobody saw it, did it truly happen?

MORISSETTE: There are so many differences in our gener-
ations, and I’m thinking about the social media aspect and
to what degree self is defined in today’s era through that.

RODRIGO: Something I think is really interesting, too, is
that you used to be a child actor. So was I. Do you think that
acting helped you be more in touch with your emotions in
songwriting? In a certain way, that’s how I felt with it.

MORISSETTE: What made it so that acting helped you in
your expression process?

RODRIGO: I think it helped me be able to tap into certain
emotions like that. I remember actually going to my first act-
ing lesson when I was 11 years old and crying in this scene
and feeling this sense of catharsis and being like, “Oh, this
is like therapy.” I think that translates into music as well. I
wrote a couple songs on my record literally crying at my
piano.

You’ve both made hugely successful albums about heart-
break. What is it about that topic that attracts so many fans?

RODRIGO: I think heartbreak is so universal — the feeling
that lots of humans feel the most deeply. I’ve never felt as
deep a sadness as I did when I was truly, truly heartbroken
and devastated. Putting “Drivers License” out was such a
unique experience because I’ve lived this sort of weird life.
I grew up on set and didn’t go to school like everyone else
did. I was like, “Are my songs going to be relatable?”

And when I put out “Drivers License,” about this really
hard time in my life, I watched it just affect so many peo-
ple, regardless of sexual orientation or gender or age. There
would be 40-year-old guys that would come up to me and be
like, “Wow, that really struck me.” Even if they weren’t going
through a situation like that, they were like, “Oh, it takes me
right back to when I was in high school and I went through

eviscerate someone or seek overt re-
venge, although I think revenge fanta-
sy is awesome. Revenge fantasy is ev-
erything to me.

I don’t know the degree to which
you have a formal mission or intention-
ality or whether you’re just busy living
it, but something about the serviceful-
ness of continuing to show up keeps
me here. I’m curious: What would
keep you here? If you see yourself mak-
ing music when you’re 75, do you have
a sense of what would keep you going?

RODRIGO: I think about that all the
time, because sometimes it seems a lit-
tle strange why someone would want
this and bring it upon themselves.

MORISSETTE: Oh, it’s cruel.
RODRIGO: It’s like, to want to be the

president of the United States, you
have to have this weird thing. It’s so
much pressure and criticism.

I don’t really know that answer. I
think what keeps me going is that love
of writing a song in your bedroom and
being like, “That perfectly captures
how I feel better than anything I could
have said in a conversation.”

MORISSETTE: Seeing the profound ef-
fect that some of the songs can have
on people across from me just really
keeps me in the game.

RODRIGO: I love that. How is tour-
ing? I’m just curious, I’ve never been
on tour. I’m very excited for the day
when I get to be a mom like you and
just wondering how that is, touring
with your kids.

MORISSETTE: Well, if anyone asks you
whether you want to go on tour with
your three children during Covid, you
should say “Hell no.” Touring is the
greatest; I’ve been touring on and off
since I was 15 years old. I am a bona
fide road dog.

RODRIGO: I’m going to go see you at
the Hollywood Bowl, too.

MORISSETTE: Oh good!
RODRIGO: I feel like I’d regret it if I

didn’t ask if you had any advice for me
growing up in this industry.

MORISSETTE: Wow. If I could have
done anything differently, I would have
had a few more friends around me,
period. Just a little bit more emotion-
al support, someone where you could
vent with them and process with them.
It was lovely to journal about it, but if
I could go back in time, I would have
conjured a few really deeply loving,
unconditionally caring people around
me to just check in with me. Do you
have that?

RODRIGO: I hope so, yeah.
MORISSETTE: Let’s make sure you

have that. I’ll send you a kit. A survive-
on-the-road kit for the sensitive soul.

“LOVE AND ANGER AND PAIN
ARE ENERGIES THAT MOVE
WORLDS. IF WE’RE DEPRESSED,
MAYBE CONJURING A LITTLE
ANGER IS GOING TO HELP.”

A L A N I S  M O R I S S E T T E
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VINTAGE SUIT, VINTAGE
BERET FROM LIDOW
ARCHIVE. LUICHINY
BOOTS FROM ARLALDA
VINTAGE. RING BY EERA.



F LYING LOTUS AND THUNDERCAT know that what they have is pre-
cious. The creative partnership between the visionary producer
and the eccentric bass virtuoso — born, respectively, Steven Ellison
and Stephen Bruner — spans more than a decade and a stack of era-
defining albums, including Kendrick Lamar’s To Pimp a Butterfly (on
which they both played), Flying Lotus’ heady 2010 beat-collage mas-

terpiece, Cosmogramma, and Thundercat’s Grammy-winning, Lotus-produced
2020 prog-funk opus, It Is What It Is. The two Los Angeles artists caught up over
Zoom to talk about their musical kinship and more.

As artists, you’re both hyperproduc-
tive. How have you both been adapting
to the pandemic?

F LY I N G  LOT U S : I’ve been digging
deeper into piano and studying clas-
sical music. Trying to draw more. Just
expanding my stuff. I want to feel like
I’ll emerge from this and be a better
artist than I was before it. . . . What kind
of stuff are you practicing, Cat? 

T H U N D E RCAT: I’ve been literally
just boxing five days a week, Lotus
[laughs].

FLYING LOTUS: You’re not playing
bass no more?

THUNDERCAT: Yeah, I think I’m going
to go into Bloodsport. . . . No, I don’t
know. The funny thing for me is, a lot
of my learning comes from being on-
stage. Nothing makes up for perform-
ing onstage.

FLYING LOTUS: Yeah. You’re having a
conversation with yourself and the au-
dience, and it’s almost like a synergis-
tic thing to be able to grow in that.

When did you guys first know you
were going to click on such a deep level?

FLYING LOTUS: He just came over to
my house and looked around and was
like, “Ohhh . . . yeah.”

THUNDERCAT: It was just like, “Oh,
you got the vinyl?!”

FLYING LOTUS: Yeah, the Fist of the
North Star [anime soundtrack] vinyl.
That was huge.

THUNDERCAT: Bruh, I was done when
I saw that.

FLYING LOTUS: We started working on
stuff around Cosmogramma. He looked
at me and he was like, “Yo, man, I want
to be your artist.” We’ve just been
going ever since. It’s magic.

THUNDERCAT: It all feels like one con-
tinuous long line.

FLYING LOTUS: Cosmogramma is the
one that brought us together; It Is What
It Is is the one that got us the statue.

THUNDERCAT: [Laughs.] There you
go. Everything, it’s been one big-ass
album.

A pair of West Coast visionaries discuss
their enduring creative kinship

THUNDERCAT

FLYING
LOTUS
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INTERVIEW BY Hank Shteamer PHOTOGRAPH BY Samuel Trotter

Thundercat
(left) and Flying
Lotus in L.A.
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a special vibe to it. What is your pro-
cess like when you’re creating music
on your own?

BARKER: I usually love to work with
a guitar player — or I’ll start off some-
thing on piano, or with the little gui-
tar that I do play. I love writing about
stuff that I’ve gone through, but I’ll
also manipulate a situation that I’m in
and think of awful things — like “What
if it ends?” — and all these different sce-
narios. Or sometimes I look at a piece
of art that I have at the studio and get a
great idea for a song.

WILLOW: It’s honestly such an inspir-
ing space because there’s just so much
art around you.

BARKER: I love that space. I can’t
even imagine not being there. With
my old studio, everyone was like, “You
can’t leave it. It’s magic.” But it was in
a really weird neighborhood. There

On shattering expectations,
 pop-punk therapy, rock’s

resurgence, and the sweet
surprises of collaboration

WILLOW

TRAVIS
BARKER

W ILLOW SMITH HAS metamorphized.
When she shaved her head onstage
this summer, she did so while shred-
ding through a rockified version of
“Whip My Hair,” the 2010 pop hit that
catapulted her — as if to say that her

mane wasn’t the only thing she was shedding.
Today, she’s a rule-defying force who can sling pop-punk

hooks with the best of them — including one of her own
inspirations, Travis Barker — but her evolution didn’t hap-
pen overnight. While Willow (who prefers to be referred to
mononymously and turned 21 in October) has long experi-
mented with rock and alternative sounds, the singer-song-
writer’s fourth album, Lately I Feel Everything, is her most
pointed project yet.

Barker, who contributed to three of its songs, certainly
boosts its credibility: In the past couple of years, the Blink-
182 icon has helped guide everyone from Machine Gun Kelly
to Lil Huddy into the pop-punk space, while quietly launch-
ing his own record label. He’s a man who’s rarely seen smil-
ing, but he sounds joyful as he reconnects with Willow. “I ac-
tually hit you yesterday,” Barker tells her on a Zoom call. “I
was in the studio with my friend Nick, who goes by Illenium.
We were just working on his album, and we wrote this hook
and idea that’s just screaming for you to be on it.”

He only needs to do “a few more things” to that track be-
fore he plays it for her. “I told them, ‘Willow’s on the MGK
album,’ ” he reveals, perhaps forgetting that the track list
for Born With Horns is not yet public knowledge — and that
ROLLING STONE is on the line. “You just went crazy on
your verse and added so much in the studio,” he says of her
still-unannounced contribution.

INTERVIEW BY Samantha Hissong

WILLOW: I didn’t even think for a
second that you were going to be on
“Transparent Soul.” That was kind of
like a far-fetched fever dream for me.
What about “Transparent Soul” in-
spired you enough to get on it at all?

BARKER: I was so impressed. I was
like, “This is what she should have
been doing all along, because it sounds
so natural.” It sounds like who you are,
every time I’ve met you or I’ve been
around you. For months after it was
released, different people would come
in the studio and mention that song as
one of their favorite things I’ve done
recently. It was just so well-received.

WILLOW: I was actually really sur-
prised at how well-received it was. I
was nervous to see how people would
respond because that wasn’t the bulk
of the kind of music that I was creat-
ing. But I feel you just brought such



[Cont. on 80]

BARKER: For me, it’s the songs I don’t
know I can write. When you go to the
studio, you don’t know what you’re
leaving with. It’s those sweet surpris-
es. I don’t go into a session thinking
“I’m gonna try to pitch this to Willow,
or pitch this to whoever.” I kind of just
go in open to whatever happens. The
unknown is what’s exciting to me.

WILLOW: And just having that free-
dom to work with different kinds of
artists and different kinds of music. I
think that’s one of the most inspiring
parts of your journey for me. Some-
times I feel like when you’re so icon-
ic — like you are — with one specific
thing, a lot of people get locked in that.
And you found such a beautiful way of
doing whatever you want.

BARKER: For sure. And I’m sure you
had to deal with this, too. Whatever
your most popular song is, or whatever
the most popular band you’ve played
in is, that is what you are to some peo-
ple. They’re like, “Oh, he’s this — or
she’s this.” No, I’m not. I’m actually
a million things that you don’t know
about. It’s just what I got popular from,
you know?

WILLOW: Totally. Is there anything
you would say to your younger self,
when you first started playing music?

BARKER: From a young age, I knew I
didn’t want to be boxed in. I grew up
skateboarding, and on skate videos,
you had the best punk rock, thrash
music, and rap music. . . .

WILLOW: Is that kind of how you fig-
ured out that you wanted to make
music?

BARKER: Yeah. Skateboarding was
the soundtrack to my life. I didn’t
grow up just listening to one genre. We
could listen to all that and go skate for
the day and feel great.

WILLOW: Because it was a culture.
And it still is; skateboarding is a full-
on culture.

BARKER: It absolutely is. It taught me
how to dress, it taught me what music
to listen to. Not boxing myself in from
the very beginning [was important].
At the end of the day, we’re musicians.
Punk rock is something I’m definite-
ly rooted in and I’ll never grow out of,
but that doesn’t mean I can’t sit down
and read a jazz chart and be just fine. I
enjoy both equally.

WILLOW: You know, over the past
two years, there has just been so much
chaos in the world — with the pandem-
ic and all of the political unrest that
we’ve seen with the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement and everything. And I
think that’s why pop punk and rock
music is so important during this time.
But I want to hear your

were dead people in the alleyway. Something told me it was
time to go, and everyone else was like, “We don’t care. Don’t
leave.” But the new spot is magical, too. I was in the studio
the other day, and this song started out completely differ-
ent — it was a sleeper, and it turned into something insane.
That’s the one I’m gonna play for you.

WILLOW: Yes! I would love that. I love songs that when you
start out, you don’t think will end up in the place that they
end up in — songs that surprise you and evolve.

BARKER: A good song is a good song. You can kind of pro-
duce it any way you want: It could be a chill song, a pop-
punk song, a rap song — it could be anything. Production
is everything. Having your gut and the knowledge to know
where to take it, that’s the experimental piece. That’s what
lets me sleep at night or not. Sometimes I get home from the
studio and I’m like, “I didn’t figure out the puzzle.” Some-
times I do, and it’s the best night ever because I don’t go to
sleep thinking about arrangements.

WILLOW: One hundred percent, because when all of those
pieces are in the right place, there’s just a feeling that’s un-
deniable. What’s something that you’re looking forward to
in your personal relationship with music?
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“HONESTLY, TO BE
A BLACK WOMAN
BEING ABLE TO BE
AUTHENTICALLY
ME ON THAT SONG
— THOSE ARE THE
THINGS THAT MAKE
MORE PEOPLE FEEL
SEEN. AND THAT’S
THE MOST BEAUTIFUL
PART OF MUSIC.”

W I L L O W



ALICIA
KEYS

KEHLANI
On staying real in a fake world, spirituality, writing love songs, and the lessons of motherhood
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K EHLANI CAN’T REMEMBER the first time she heard Alicia Keys — just that Keys was there,
in her childhood, as both legend and blueprint. In her head, she can see the CDs and
the music videos; she can hear the young girls at school belting Keys’ 2003 hit “If I Ain’t
Got You” to prove their vocal bona fides. She wouldn’t have even been 10 at the time of
its release. So to hear Keys explain, in a West L.A. studio this past August, the first time
she heard Kehlani’s own music feels a little surreal. “It was definitely the first album for

sure,” Keys recalls, referring to 2017’s SweetSexySavage, “but it was something more than that. It was
almost like you have a certain energy that you carry with you.”

Keys’ major-label breakthrough, in 2001, came at the end of an era often pitted against Kehlani’s
generation — purist fans of Nineties and 2000s R&B decry everything from the lack of church-cultivat-
ed vocal conviction to the lyrics that echos today’s flightier attitudes toward dating and love — but only
mutual respect exists between the two. In their creative lives, they share a knack for aesthetic subver-
sion and understated eloquence; in their personal lives, a commitment to living authentically, even
when that eclipses expectations lingering over them. Both are in a period of flowering, reflected in their
upcoming releases. Keys’ as-yet-named eighth album, due out later this year, aligns with a newfound
clarity of vision; Kehlani’s upcoming Blue Water Road is, in her own words, “vastly different than any-
thing [I’ve] ever created” — so much so that to even share it with the world scares her. On this point,
they splinter, with Keys more confident than she’s been at any time in her career.

Keys and Kehlani’s conversation
brims with earnest curiosity that re-
veals a kinship that extends beyond
music. Though time may split them,
Keys, who celebrated her 40th birth-
day this year, recognizes in Kehlani
something familiar. “I don’t see you
chasing anything except your truth,”
Keys tells Kehlani. “You had the song
with, like, ‘I’m singing like Alicia’ [Keh-
lani’s 2020 track “Can I”], and then I
kept rocking with you and riding with
you. But I feel like the first thing that
brought me to you was your energy
and your individuality.”

KEYS: You’re a creative being. Yet the
music world, the entertainment world

INTERVIEW BY Briana Younger PHOTOGRAPHS BY Kanya Iwana



KEHLANI: DRESS BY
ROBERT WUN.

KEYS: JACKET BY MICHAEL
KORS COLLECTION.
EARRINGS BY CARTIER.
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the other side of that relationship and
take care of them as well.

KEYS: Oh, my gosh, I love that.
KEHLANI: I think every single person

on Earth has the ability to be mysti-
cally spiritual. It’s about maintaining
a connection with the spirits that you
have around you, and everybody has
the capability to do it because we all
have dead people. We all have ances-
tors. Everybody has somebody to take
care of. It’s super-simple. But spiritual-
ity has always grounded me because it
does remind you that there’s so much
more than right here.

It saved my life so many times. So
now I’m just really disciplined with it
and give as much energy to it as I can,
and it takes care of me the same way.

KEYS: What do you listen to? What’s
some things that you go back to and

you’re like, “This sets me off,” or that
you recently discovered even?

KEHLANI: My mom, the one that
raised me, is a super neo-soul head.
Like you would have thought I was a
kid from Philadelphia when I was lit-
tle because I only knew neo-soul from
what was played in the house, and
like a little bit of R&B here and there.
Then, as I got older, music changed
and neo-soul kind of like branched out
into other things. But I didn’t know any
rap when I was little. People would be
like, “Who’s your favorite rapper,” and
I’d be like, “Whew, this is hard.” I also
wasn’t a big outside kid. My aunt pro-
tected me from a lot of stuff, so she
kept me pretty much in the house,
kind of in our own little world. And my
mom — I say my mom and aunt inter-
changeably, but that’s my mom — she
has that CD player I’m talking about.
It was all the same. We would add al-
bums when people that she had all of
their albums in there dropped another
album, if that makes sense.

KEYS: I feel you. I like Jhené, I like
H.E.R., I like Kehlani, I like SZA. I like

is, let’s just be honest, fake. So how does a real person like
you manage in a world that is based on illusion and things
that are absolutely not real?

KEHLANI: I don’t think I was always really good at it. From
the outside looking in, people have complimented me in
that way, like, “You’ve always seemed like you just knew ex-
actly who you were.” I think I was just really honest about
where I was at with it. I might have been like, “Oh, I actually
have no idea what I’m doing right now. I actually am trippin’
right now. I’m actually going through it right now.”

So I don’t know, navigating the music industry is definite-
ly different. I’ve always had people — you’re one of them,
and very few — who have reached out and been like, “Yo, I
like the music, it’s cool. I like what you do. But I see who you
are as an individual,” and chose to latch onto me to offer me
support. That’s been the best thing.

KEYS: I think that’s it, just finding kindred people.
KEHLANI: I got a question for you. How do you think it is

now versus when you first came out? Like navigating from
then to navigating it now? Because I couldn’t imagine. Y’all
didn’t have Twitter, y’all didn’t have—

KEYS: At the beginning, obviously, there wasn’t those types
of social media tools and platforms. I remember when they
first started coming around, I was so like, “Ugh, I’m sup-
posed to share everything?” I’ve always been super-private
anyway, that’s my nature. I’m not the one that wants to — it’s
probably just New York shit, you keep it close to your vest.

KEHLANI: Yeah, y’all different.
KEYS: Uh-oh!
KEHLANI: No, no, no, I love it. I wish. We’re a little too

chill. We’re like, “Yeah, I’ll tell you everything you need to
know” [laughs].

KEYS: Right, and we like, “Nah, you don’t really know me,
you think you know me” [laughs]. But honestly, I guess the
thing is it hasn’t changed. People are always going to try to
use you. You’re a transaction to most people. As an artist,
your most prized possession, which is the magic that we
create, is unbuyable and it’s unsellable. It’s a connection.
It’s a frequency.

So to try to make that an item of commerce naturally is a
tricky thing, but the commerce of it is always generally the
same. How it’s shared has changed, that’s a difference. And
I like that. Before, there was so many gatekeepers who held
the keys for your life and your future, and now you hold
your own keys. You create your connections, you have an
individual’s perspective, and you can share it. I think that’s
really a beautiful freedom.

But, man, what do you do for inspiration? You have a very
beautiful spiritual side to you. You’re seeking and actively
searching and actively practicing. How did you get into it
and how are you practicing it amid super-busy-ness, being a
mom and all the things? What is your practice?

KEHLANI: For the most part, I am in a very committed,
very serious spiritual practice.

KEYS: That’s beautiful.
KEHLANI: I was on a lot of different spiritual journeys

growing up. I grew up Christian, and then my grandma who
was taking me to church passed away. And then I was like,
“Oh, Buddhism seems awesome,” and I’d dip my toe.

Then something else would seem awesome, and I would
read up and I would go connect with people, and they
would take me to their temples and they would take me to
their ceremonies. But to me, the most important is lineage
and ancestor work and just taking care of the people who
were here before you because it’s really all that we can do to
pass on in a real way. Like we know where they go after and
they have a major purpose for us, so we really have to be on

to take it back to Nina [Simone]. I love
Fleetwood Mac. I like to vibe with just
super-classic things. I love records.
There’s some artists from Saudi that
are amazing, and some artists from
France that I love to get into that are
crazy. I just love to explore all these dif-
ferent tastes and tones.

KEHLANI: What’s your comfort-food
spot, though? Like musically. Because
that’s what I’m talking about. I listen to
a lot of things, but I always go back to —
how I start my morning correctly is the
same, it’s like my sweet spot.

KEYS: I think my comfort-food music
is Sade. I feel like when I put her on, I
can just be like, “I’m good.”

KEHLANI: That’s how I feel about Ste-
vie [Wonder]. I’m always going to be
like, “OK, I can relax now.”

K E YS : That’s a good one, com-
fort-food Stevie. So for you, I guess you
more recently became a mama, and
that would have been in the middle of
a freakin’ pandemic.

KEHLANI: She spent her first birth-
day actually in the pandemic, so it was
actually a week or two after they an-
nounced we’re officially locking down.
We had a pandemic birthday, just me,
her dad, my little sister — pretty much
anybody who lived in the house and,
like, her one best friend that we got
super-tested. Everybody wore masks
and stayed apart because we didn’t re-
ally know anything at the time. And it’s
been interesting because I dropped an
album from home. I shot a bunch of
videos from home.

KEYS: Like literally home?
KEHLANI: Literally home.
KEYS: And those visuals were fresh,

too.
KEHLANI: It was me and one person,

my photographer. We bought a camera
and we bought Adobe, and we literal-
ly got on YouTube and learned how to
edit videos and just, like, did them all
in my hot garage in the Valley with no
AC in there and my baby on my lap.

KEYS: That’s amazing.
KEHLANI: So I haven’t experienced

what it’s like yet to be super-away
from my child because we spent the
majority of her life so far in this pan-
demic, and all of my work has been
from home. I’m just now starting to
leave and be back on set or be back in
the studio or be back away from my
house and kind of navigate what that
looks like for me. Creatively, I think
about everything different. I can’t real-
ly be super-reckless. You have a second
thought at all times, like I have some-
thing major to consider in every single
movement of my day, even if it’s tiny.
Even now, I’m listening

“I MAKE MUSIC ABOUT LOVE.
IT’S THE MOST UNIVERSAL
THING. IT’LL NEVER GO AWAY.
YOU’LL NEVER GET TIRED OF
IT. PEOPLE WILL EXPERIENCE IT
UNTIL THE EARTH EXPLODES.”
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KEHLANI: JACKET AND
SHIRT BY VALENTINO.

KEYS: TOP, JACKET, AND
CHOKER BY CHANEL.
SHOES BY PARIS TEXAS.
EARRINGS BY CARTIER.
RING IS HER OWN.

FASHION DIRECTION
BY ALEX BADIA.

KEYS: STYLED
BY JASON BOLDEN.
TAILORED BY ERIN
CASTLE. HAIR STYLED BY
KENDALL DORSEY FOR
FACTORY DOWNTOWN.
MAKEUP BY TASHA BROWN
FOR THE WALL GROUP.
MANICURE BY TEMEKA
JACKSON FOR CMNSOON
ENTERTAINMENT.

KEHLANI: STYLED
BY OLIVER VAUGHN.
HAIR STYLED BY CESAR
RAMIREZ. MAKEUP BY
PIRCILLA PAE FOR HENDRIX
ARTISTS. MANICURE BY
BRITTANY BOYCE FOR
NAILS OF L.A.
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E VEN BY HER standards, Miley Cyrus did some-
thing unexpected when she taped her Pride
Month concert special this summer. Instead
of enlisting her fellow pop stars on the coasts,
she headed to her hometown of Nashville, in
the middle of the Bible Belt, and rounded up

a group of country singers unafraid to challenge the status
quo. Mickey Guyton was one of them, joining Cyrus onstage
at the Ryman Auditorium to deliver a musical message of
love, acceptance, and gay pride.

“It was a hella crazy week in country music,” Cyrus says
as she Zooms with Guyton from her home in L.A.

Cyrus’ duet with Guyton — a twangy version of Blondie’s
“Heart of Glass” — became an anthem of perseverance
at the Ryman. Cyrus is kicking her way into traditionally
male-dominated rock, while Guyton, one of very few Black
women signed to a major label in Nashville, is banging on the
door of a genre that has systematically tried to keep her out.

“I want to bring so many Black women into country music
that country music doesn’t know what to do with it,” says
Guyton, who released her debut album, Remember Her
Name, in September. “I’m trying to burn this good-ol’-boy
system down to the ground.”

MILEY CYRUS: The most frustrating part of getting inter-
viewed is you rarely get to actually talk about your project,
especially when you are someone where what you represent
could end up becoming bigger than your gifts. Because I talk
about my trailblazing, my brazenness, my courageousness,
my fucking freak flag that I shamelessly wave, every day. I
wanted to talk mostly about your record.

On breaking down historic barriers
— and why being the first person to

do something is not enough

MICKEY
GUYTON

MILEY
CYRUS

MICKEY GUYTON: And I really wanted
to focus on giving you your flowers.
The way you are to people, and your
voice. You’re a chameleon.

CYRUS: Thank you. And that’s what
I mean by focusing on your record
and your sound. My dad always says,
“Don’t think outside the box, because
there is no box.” For me, being some-
one that’s kind of known for being
controversial, when there’s a line and
I cross it, I don’t even really focus on
that — because now we’re focusing
more on the line than the action.

GUYTON: What is the line?
CYRUS: The line is drawn by other

people.
GUY TON: There’s this box that

women in country music are supposed
to fit in, but add on [being] a Black
woman in that box and that box is
even smaller. I was given this little tiny
box that was allotted to me to make
some noise, but not too much noise.
And it was suffocating. Just watching
artists like you, like Kacey Musgraves,
that unapologetically were like, “Eff
you, guys, this is what I’m going to do.
You’re going to accept me or not.”

CYRUS: “Or not” is important too.
GUYTON: I had a really honest con-

versation with my husband, and I
asked him why country music wasn’t

INTERVIEW BY Marissa R. Moss



CYRUS: There’s still asshole dudes.
After [playing] Lollapalooza, I had an
epiphany. I think not being in front of
200,000 people for a year and a half
and then seeing it again, I realized my
impact and my power.

GUYTON: Your power, girl. I remem-
ber when I started seeing this different
Miley come into her power. I saw this
tall model-looking girl walk across the
stage with Juicy J and twerking. I was
like, “What the hell?”

CYRUS: You and everybody else.
GUYTON: I was like, “How is this

girl able to make her booty do that?”
Your performances are fucking insane,
Miley. You give people hope . . . the way
that you can completely change your
voice to anything that you decide you
want to do. Like what’s next, are you
going to be a jazz singer?

CYRUS: Honestly, kind of. I don’t feel
that it’s enough for me to be consid-
ered one of the best rock singers of this

generation. And you don’t want to be
the one female Black singer that they’ll
allow in country music. You don’t want
to be the best because you’re the only.

GUY TON: Absolutely. In country
music, there was Charley Pride. And
then nobody until Darius Rucker, and
then a couple of Black dudes here and
there. There was Linda Martell, there
was Rissi Palmer, and then there was
me. I realized that in order to break
any of these doors down, it is not
enough for it to just be you.

CYRUS: That was the thing about
playing the Ryman with you that was
important. It was about people being
who they are, it was about authentic-
ity. My dad got shit on so hard in the
Nineties for wearing Reeboks, because
if you’re a country singer, you’re sup-
posed to wear cowboy boots.

GUYTON: Well, that’s changed. Now
every dude has got some Air Force 1’s
and a gold chain. And cowboy boots
are pretty uncomfortable.

working for me. He said because I’m running away from ev-
erything that makes me different. I was wearing my hair and
trying to dress and act like these women in country music,
and it was so toxic for me. That’s what this record is: It’s me
releasing all of the chains that I put upon myself. I didn’t
care where this music landed. People were like, “Well, do
you want it to get on country radio?” I’m not going to bank
on something that never supported me to begin with.

CYRUS: That’s making you very vulnerable, relying on
radio. Never bet on anyone doing the right thing.

GUYTON: Never. My goal was to write music that was true
to me and to write country music from a Black person’s per-
spective. My country music is so different than somebody
else’s. Billie Jean King told me, “Stop accepting the crumbs.”
When did you stop?

CYRUS: Yesterday. I’m figuring it out every day. I’m still in-
secure as fuck sometimes.

GUYTON: Me too.
CYRUS: There are still days after 15 years of doing this that I

lay my head on the pillow at night and go, “I accepted that?”
I did stand up for myself the other day at a session that was
going poorly, and I felt like a billion dollars. The most I’ll
put myself in a vulnerable position is allowing myself to fall
in love, because that comes with pain, and it’s worth it. But
the other shit is not.

GUYTON: Preach.

“I DIDN’T CARE WHERE THIS
MUSIC LANDED. ‘DO YOU
WANT IT TO GET ON COUNTRY
RADIO?’ I’M NOT GOING TO
BANK ON SOMETHING THAT
NEVER SUPPORTED ME.”

M I C K E Y  G U Y T O N

R
O

L
L

IN
G

 S
T

O
N

E

4
5

M
U

S
IC

IA
N

S
 O

N
 M

U
S

IC
IA

N
S

Guyton
backstage in

Nashville

Cyrus at
the Ryman
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GUNNA: JACKET AND PANTS
BY BOTTEGA VENETA.

LUDACRIS: MEN’S
FISHTAIL PARKA AND
DEBOSSED T-SHIRT BY
LOUIS VUITTON. PANTS
BY DOUBLE RL BY RALPH
LAUREN. SUNGLASSES BY
ILLESTEVA. NECKLACE BY
ICE BOX JEWELRY. WATCH
BY HUBLOT.

FASHION DIRECTION BY
ALEX BADIA.

GUNNA: STYLED BY BOBBY
WESLEY. HAIR STYLING BY
KIMBERLY WEST.

LUDACRIS: STYLED
BY MICHAEL “MIKEB”
BARNETT. HAIR STYLING
BY JOSHUA HAWKINS.
GROOMING BY MYKALIA
HARRISON.

MARKET EDITOR:
LUIS CAMPUZANO.

T HOUGH SEPARATED in age by a decade and a half, Ludacris and
Gunna have a lot in common: They share the same Southside At-
lanta stomping grounds (they attended the same high school), and
both are uniquely charismatic figures in Atlanta’s rap scene; they
even recently starred in a slightly absurd peanut butter commercial
that played on their distinctly different flows — Gunna’s cool and

subdued, Luda’s animated and brash. Today, they are spending a muggy after-
noon being photographed across a sprawling, rustic compound in West Midtown.
Ludacris’ treasured 1993 Acura Legend made a cameo, his favorite in his array of
vehicles. “I just asked [Gunna] what his favorite car out of his collection was, and
he could not answer the question,” Ludacris teased as the two of them settled
on a couch to be filmed. Gunna — the prince of Young Thug’s YSL Records, who
broke into the mainstream just three years ago — is about as old as Luda’s Acura,
and soaked up his elder’s experienced perspective on cars, acting, and service.

LUDACRIS: I would love to hear about
this man’s background. I know at some
point we both went to Banneker High
School. He has said he went only for
a short stint because something hap-
pened. I’ll let you talk about what.

GUNNA: They kicked me out. I really
wasn’t no bad student. I really was just
kind of active.

LUDACRIS: [Laughs.] All right . . .
GUNNA: Active, just like, “Ay, don’t

play with him.” I’m like, “Well you try
me, I’m-a make a fool out of you.” I was
a player. Always cool. Always knew
how to dress. I always liked girls.

LUDACRIS: So not only was you ac-
tive, you was reactive, because if any-
body messed with you, they’re going
to get a reaction from you the school
system’s not particularly going to like.

GUNNA: Right.
LUDACRIS: That’s what it was. That’s

the only reason. [To the room] He was
misunderstood. That’s it.

GUNNA: Aren’t we all?
How do you view the city’s legacy in

hip-hop?
GUNNA: It’s enormous how many di-

amonds we got that come out of Atlan-
ta. I don’t care what side it’s from; we
trending on every side. We do it as a
whole for Atlanta, though. It’s all dif-
ferent, trendy ways of how players
kick it.

LUDACRIS: And a testament to that,
I just love how when you look outside
of Atlanta and you see what other cities
say about our city, everybody — New
York people, L.A. people — they’re al-
ways like, “I love how Atlanta artists
just all work together”: work together
on businesses, inspire each other, peo-
ple just getting on records. Not even
nothing to think about. This city has it
together in the music industry because
they know there’s strength in num-
bers. I think it’s happening even more
now. We were doing it

Two Atlanta superstars on making it big, giving
back, and why their city puts on like no other

GUNNA

LUDACRIS
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INTERVIEW BY Mankaprr Conteh PHOTOGRAPH BY Christian Cody
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LORDE

DAVID
BYRNE
On fighting stage fright, the secret to writing a deep pop song,

and life without social media
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I T TAKES ONLY a few minutes after they meet for Lorde and David Byrne to get in sync. The pop
star, 24, and the elder statesman, 69, are on the rooftop of a photo studio in Greenpoint, Brook-
lyn, on a windy Sunday afternoon. Both are dressed in stylishly low-key all-black ensembles:
Byrne is in a Hermès turtleneck, while Lorde is casually regal in a loose-fitting Saint Laurent
suit. Neither is wearing shoes. They start off standing side by side with stoic expressions. Then
Byrne begins swaying gently to the reggae music playing on a nearby boombox. Soon both are

leaning back, striking poses, laughing, very nearly swag-surfing.
“This is my dream!” Lorde confides after they go downstairs for the interview. She’s brought a phone

full of questions that she wrote out for Byrne, whose music was a huge touchstone of her youth in New
Zealand. The strikingly independent perspective that made her an out-of-nowhere phenomenon in
2013 with “Royals” is still going strong on Solar Power — the album she released this summer after a
four-year break in which she traveled to Antarctica and got back in touch with the power of nature —
and she’s looking forward to getting to know one of her earliest musical heroes.

Byrne has been thinking about his past lately, too, for American Utopia — the hit show, based on his
full catalog from Talking Heads onward, that returned to Broadway this fall after going dark during the
pandemic (and becoming a Spike Lee joint in the meantime). He’s equally excited to make Lorde’s ac-
quaintance: When he pedaled here from his Manhattan home on a sleek blue-gray e-bike (with matching

helmet), he brought a crumpled email
printout and a legal pad with some
scribbled notes of his own, which he
carries around as he cheerfully intro-
duces himself to everyone on set.

“I’ve thought about you a lot,” she
tells him as they sit down to talk. “I
don’t even know where to start, David.
I just have so much to ask you.” Byrne
smiles courteously: “Ah, thank you.”
And they’re off.

LORDE: Are you an introvert? Do you
have to go and have a rest after a day
like this, or are you charged up by it?

BYRNE: I’m not as introverted as I
used to be.

LORDE: You can push through it?
BYRNE: Yeah. As you may have seen,

I say hi to a lot of people. In fact, some
of my friends say, “Could you just not
say hi to everybody? They don’t know
you.”

LORDE: No, it’s great to say hi.
BYRNE: I love to have conversations

with, say, the person at the checkout
in the grocery store. If I can say some-
thing funny and make them laugh,
then I’ve done a good thing today. But
that said, some of the introversion
stuff stays with me. I have no problem
spending time alone. I’ll have conver-
sations with myself sometimes. And it’s
not crazy conversations — just kind of
mundane things.

LORDE: Aloud?
BYRNE: Sometimes. I’m happy work-

ing on my own, whether it’s on a song
or something else. I remember, this
was before the pandemic, I would be
happy sometimes going to a restau-
rant by myself and just reading by the
counter.

LORDE: Me too. They like you more,
the staff. They like people dining alone,
I think because we’re less irritating.

BYRNE: That could be.
LORDE: Here’s something I want

to know for my own personal enjoy-
ment, to satisfy my curiosity. The
first time I was made aware of your
work was by my mother. It might have
been a reaction to something that I
was watching or listening to that was
not so good, and she said, “I’ve got to
show you something proper.” And she
pulled out a performance that you did
of “Take Me to the River,” and I had
never seen anything like that in my life.
As I watched it over and over — this is
such a niche question, I apologize. But
you didn’t blink for a minute. Was that
showmanship?

BYRNE: Oh yes, not human. No blink-
ing. I think at that point, I must have
been very nervous and terrified. I
imagine my movements were proba-

INTERVIEW BY Simon Vozick-Levinson PHOTOGRAPHS BY Shaniqwa Jarvis



LORDE: SUIT
AND SHIRT BY GUCCI.
EARRINGS BY MEJURI.

BYRNE: SUIT BY ROWING
BLAZERS. BUTTON-DOWN
SHIRT BY BRIONI.



LORDE: JACKET AND
PANTS BY SAINT LAURENT.
EARRINGS BY MEJURI.

BRYNE: SUIT BY
HERMES. TURTLENECK
SWEATER BY BRIONI.

FASHION DIRECTION
BY ALEX BADIA.

LORDE: STYLED
BY KARLA WELCH FOR THE
WALL GROUP. HAIR STYLED
BY CAMERON RAINES FOR
FORWARD ARTISTS. MAKEUP
BY AMBER DREADON FOR
CLOUTIER REMIX.

BYRNE: STYLED BY
STEPHANIE TRICOLA
FOR HONEY ARTISTS.
GROOMING
BY TODD HARRIS.

TAILORING BY
MARIUS AHIALE
FOR LARS NORD STUDIO.
SITTINGS EDITOR
THOMAS WALLER.
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LORDE: I wanted to ask about the re-
lationship between clarity and mystery
in your work. I remember as a teen-
ager, I was friends with lots of kids who
would go on to art school, and they re-
ally liked what they liked and wanted
me to like it. Sometimes I would try
and not be able to push through the
polyphonic intricacy. I realized later
that wasn’t really my failing or any-
one’s failing. I would try so hard, and it
would break my brain. But your work
had that mystery I love and the clari-
ty that I need. Do you lean toward one
or the other?

BYRNE: I think I default to more am-
biguous, abstract lyrics. I realized I
love a song that’s all questions, but I
don’t write too many of them.

LORDE: I love a question in a song.
BYRNE: I read something the other

day, like, “Is this the real me? Or am I
putting on a performance? And if I’m

putting on a performance, are you put-
ting on a performance too? And what
if you put on my performance and I
put on your performance?” It was just
a series of questions that went down a
rabbit hole.

LORDE: That’s cool. You’re also so
good with what I think of as a pop mel-
ody. Have you always been drawn to
that, or is that something that’s been
easy to access as a songwriter?

BYRNE: I always liked it. I had no fear
of pop melody or being accessible. I
don’t think in the beginning I was able
to do it—

LORDE: I think you were.
BYRNE: Well, thank you. I listen to

earlier things and I sound a bit desper-
ate, trying to get across, which is a good
thing too. I remember, probably like a
lot of people, buying these songbooks
from different artists, just kind of learn-
ing the songs. Sometimes things I didn’t
really care for that much, but I thought,
“Let’s see how this is done.” Maybe
learn to play this on a guitar, and sing

bly twitchy. But it was fine. That’s me. There’s nothing to be
ashamed of, that’s just what I do.

LORDE: Well, I was very taken by it. If that is showmanship,
that’s one of the coolest, craziest things.

BYRNE: I heard your music ages ago. One of the things that
struck me was how minimal it was. There was a lot going
on in the vocal area with harmonies, but musically, it was
stripped down — just what you need as far as beats and key-
boards, and no more. Which completely knocked me out. I
thought, “I could learn from that.”

LORDE: That’s very nice of you. I feel I have gotten more
maximal as I become a better producer.

BYRNE: Did you get any pushback in the beginning: “You
need to add this, that, and the other to this production?”

LORDE: It’s funny that you say that. When I released
“Royals” on my SoundCloud, just for free, I quickly heard
from an American record company, and they were like, “For
the real version, you might need to put a bit more into it.”
“Oh, this is the real version!”

BYRNE: So you felt, right away, you had a sense of this is
what it wants to be.

LORDE: Yeah. It’s that Ira Glass quote that I’ve always liked,
where he talks about being young: You have taste, but you
don’t have skill. So you make things and you know they are
not right, but your taste is intact, and that will get you there
eventually. I can’t really play anything, I’m not a good musi-
cian, but I always had my ear.

BYRNE: I have a question for you. I’m jealous of song-
writers that can put specific things in a song. On your new
album, on “California,” you mention the Laurel Canyon
Country Store. I lived there in the mid-Eighties, so I know
what that’s like. That’s where you would go for some gro-
ceries or pizza.

LORDE: Good pizza.
BYRNE: Yeah. It paints a whole picture. I try to do that,

and it’s very difficult for me. I tend to write in generalities.
LORDE: I guess that’s true, actually, of your work. I use

specificity a lot because I like treating my work like a little
map that is just for me. I can put things that really only have
meaning to me. It feels like a scrapbook.

BYRNE: Was that a song about saying goodbye to that
place?

LORDE: Yeah. It just wasn’t for me. It was my first stop after
coming to America. I sort of got swallowed up a little bit.

BYRNE: I remember for myself, yes, there were times
where I got swallowed up. But there were times, also, out
there in Los Angeles, where you get up in the morning and
you step outside. The sun is shining, you can have your cof-
fee outside. And you go, “This is not bad.”

LORDE: Time for a confession. I’ve willfully not seen Amer-
ican Utopia, because it’s very important to me to see it in the
flesh. But you combine songs from different records within
the show in a way that works well. Is it easy for you to do?

BYRNE: I don’t mind. I’ve learned the hard way that you do
have to play some of the hits for the audience.

LORDE: Did you use to not play them?
BYRNE: Just one tour [in 1989]. I started working with a

very large Latin band, and there were a few older songs that
I could work in there, but a lot of them didn’t fit that musical
style, so I was doing 80 percent new stuff that the audience
had never heard. That’s something in our business that al-
ways puzzles me. It’s not like a movie, where you’re not ex-
pected to do that scene that you did: “The one before that
we really liked. Can you just repeat that again?”

LORDE: True, that’s a funny way of thinking about that.
BYRNE: But it’s also true that music has a different thing.

Music is repeatable that way and can move people again.

along, just for myself. And through
that, I would learn, “Oh, look, you can
go from this chord to that chord, and it
has this kind of emotional lift to it right
there. I should remember that.”

LORDE: That’s the second part of
you, that says hello to people.

BYRNE: Yes. I’ve learned that there’s
nothing wrong with a song sounding
beautiful. You can say something quite
profound, something kind of radical,
even, but the melody can sound quite
beautiful and seductive on the surface.
And then it sucks you into something
where it might really change your way
of thinking.

LORDE: So there was a time where
you were not wanting things to sound
beautiful?

BYRNE: Yes, there was a time when
I thought things had to be edgy. I was
maybe afraid that if things sounded too
beautiful or pretty, then it was shal-
low. Like a greeting card. You can’t be
saying anything serious this way. But
then I heard other songwriters saying
something deep and important, and
yet the song is really nice to listen to. I
thought, “OK, it can be done.”

LORDE: I think of beauty as a real
tenet of your work, for sure.

BYRNE: Thank you. On “The Man
With the Axe,” you mention “hundreds
of gowns.” What’s that about?

LORDE: Well, I’m one of four chil-
dren, and I had a lot of things that my
sister had worn — not a lot of my own
things, not much pocket money. And
then I was 16 and I got a credit card,
and hello. In that song, the next thing
that I say is “I have a throat that fills
with panic every festival day,” because
I get really bad stage fright.

BYRNE: What do you do for stage
fright?

LORDE: I don’t have a good answer
for that. It’s a real problem that I’m
trying to get on top of. I try to write
something down. I tape little notes to
the stage for myself, so I would go over
and be able to read something that me
from the past is trying to tell me from
the future. But it’s a real struggle.

BYRNE: When I was younger, I al-
ways felt socially uncomfortable. I
would throw myself on a stage and do
a speech of some sort, or I would per-
form something crazy and then retreat
back into myself.

LORDE: But now?
BYRNE: There’s a little bit, but not

the same.
LORDE: You’re not thinking “Maybe I

can get out of that door and run down
the street and get away from here”?
Because that does come to me occa-
sionally. “Maybe the car can just go

“THERE WAS A TIME
WHEN I THOUGHT THINGS
HAD TO BE EDGY. I WAS MAYBE
AFRAID THAT IF THINGS
SOUNDED TOO PRETTY, THEN
IT WAS SHALLOW.”
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LO R D E :  There might not be an
answer.

BYRNE: Sometimes I might think that
I have some wisdom that I should im-
part to somebody else — “You need to
know this,” or whatever — but I also
feel, who are you to be telling other
people? So I often pull back. Who are
you to presume that you know better
than someone else? Better that they
discover it, by seeing what you’re
doing for themselves, rather than you
telling them.

LORDE: Here’s something I’m curi-
ous about. I think of you as someone
who is really plugged into the greater
culture, and all things social. I wanted
to know if you enjoy this, or if you feel
beholden to it?

BYRNE: I’m not on social media. I
have a little office, and I said, “Just post
my photos and we’ll leave it at that. “
But I’m not checking things.

LORDE: I’m not, either.
BYRNE: When social media started

to emerge, I thought, “I think I have
enough to do, rather than feeding this.”
I was more concerned about my work-
flow than concerned about what other
effects it might have. What about you?
Where do you get your information,
then? Mainly from talking with friends?

LORDE: I actually find out about a lot
of new things from newspapers on my
phone. Almost more than I would from
Twitter or something. I miss a lot, and
that was something that I had to be-
come OK with, because as a teenager
and late adolescent, I had all the fin-
gers on all the pulses about every little
subgenre and undercurrent. Choosing
to relinquish that was difficult.

BYRNE: I’m aware that there’s things
that happen — protest marches and
things like that — that I would hear
about from a friend, and I would say
“How’d you know about that?” “On
social media.” That’s some of the stuff
I’m missing.

LORDE: Yes, I had the same experi-
ence. It’s tricky.

BYRNE: I get up every morning and
I have my grapefruit and my coffee,
and I read at least two newspapers on-
line. So, for that time, for that hour,
I’m kind of a news junkie.

LORDE: I like the grapefruit. Do you
have the little spoon with the pointy
edge?

BYRNE: We’re getting very personal
here. I just peel it with my hands. I take
the skin off and rip it in half.

LORDE: Wow. That’s crazy, David.
I’ve never peeled a grapefruit.

BYRNE: Not that hard to do.
LO R D E : You heard it here first,

people.

around the block for four hours and
then I missed the show.”

BYRNE: No, I haven’t thought that in
a while.

LORDE: It’s hard to know if the pan-
demic has made my stage fright worse
or better, because I haven’t had the
chance to test it out. I do think this
album is a little bit more calm, and
maybe that will help. Maybe the con-
tent will help me feel a bit more chilled
out. Do you have any little things that
you do before you perform, or any
ways of snapping into that mode?

BYRNE: I don’t have much of a ritual,
that kind of a thing. I keep myself busy.
I make some ginger tea. I peel the gin-
ger, slice it, put it into a thermos, put
boiling water in with some lemon or
whatever else, and that’ll keep me
busy for a good 15, 20 minutes. Keep
my mind a little bit away from what I’m
about to do.

LORDE: I like that, that’s nice. I do a
lot of puzzles on tour. I’m often apply-
ing a piece right when it’s time to go,
which maybe doesn’t help the stage
fright. That’s too much of a change of
mood. I’m still looking for the puzzle at
the first song.

BYRNE: During the pandemic, I start-
ed doing drawings, which might’ve
been a kind of therapy. And a lot of
cooking.

LORDE: That was another question
I wanted to ask. Are you really into
food? Or cooking?

BYRNE: I really enjoy cooking. I think
it’s underappreciated as a creative art
form.

LORDE: I completely agree.
BYRNE: Once you learn from recipes,

let’s say, how to make something, you
can start to improvise. You can learn to
substitute one sour thing for another
sour thing, and that changes it a little
bit. It’s kind of like music in that way.
You know that you need something
here, but what is it? And then you get
to offer it to friends, and say, “What do
you think of this?” Maybe not so much
during the pandemic, when I ended up
with a lot of frozen leftovers.

LORDE: I cook a lot. I’m not a recipe
cook — I just do whatever I’m going to
do. I’ve made some good condiments.

BY R N E :  You mean chutney and
things like that?

LORDE: Yeah, like a chutney and jam
and some sort of savory something.

BYRNE: That’s nice for your friends.
LORDE: OK, this is another question

that might be, I don’t know, obvious.
Is there anything that, looking back,
you’ve gleaned, that you can impart?
A bit of wisdom?

BYRNE: That’s a really tough one.

‘I REALLY WANT A lot more Asian pop stars,”
says CL. The South Korean pop singer, 30, is
already doing her part to meet that demand
— as is the woman she’s talking to, Jhené
Aiko, 33. Both artists started making music
at a young age, and they’re both still reach-

ing brand-new peaks in their careers. Though this is their
first time meeting, they immediately find a bond, learning
they share a sign (“When I found out you were a Pisces, I
said, ‘Yes!’ ” Aiko exclaims) and an outlook on making music
that doesn’t conform to any set genre or industry mold. As
Aiko explains partway through their conversation, “There’s
always another layer with us.”

A Los Angeles native whose background includes Japa-
nese, European, and African American roots, Aiko got her
start in the R&B world, and she’s since been nominated for
Grammys in six different categories, including Album of the
Year, for her 2020 album, Chilombo, a post-breakup explo-
ration that suggests a modern update of classic quiet-storm
balladry. CL began her career in the K-pop system, as part
of the enormously popular group 2NE1, and continued that
success after striking out as a solo artist; her 2016 song
“Lifted,” which riffs on a classic Wu-Tang Clan track, made
the charts in the U.S., and this fall she’s releasing her full-
length debut, Alpha, which fuses pop, hip-hop, R&B, and
EDM with a joyful sense of borderless self-discovery. “I have
an album coming out independently,” CL notes. “I chose to
do that, going outside the system.”

CL: I know we both started when we were pretty young. I
would love to know, what keeps you going?

AIKO: I started when I was 13. So it’s been 20 years, and
I had my daughter when I was 20. When I had her, that

On breaking free of other people’s
expectations, finding inspiration in
family, and the future of pop music
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You definitely paved a lot of ways
and did amazing things. And I want
more of us. I’m a very MTV-era girl,
and I never saw an Asian pop star,
where I was like, “OK, she looks like
me.” I felt that was impossible. So
that’s what I want to do, for 12-year-
old me.

AIKO: I think you’re doing it, for
sure. I know you’re doing that.

CL: Thank you. We need to contin-
ue to do this.

AIKO: I think a big part of it, too,
is taking those breaks. Life is always
going and going and going. It’s import-
ant for me to always take some time
for myself, to live and experience life.
There’s always things that I am being
inspired by, or new song lyrics and
new stories that I feel like I want to tell.
And like you said, when you’re not cre-
ating, sometimes it can just feel like,
“What am I supposed to be doing right
now?” It just kind of feels, like you
said, like you’re pregnant but you can’t
give birth. That takes nine months.
So with my projects, I let everyone
around me know that this is not going
to be one of those things where I’m just
pumping out all of this material. This is
a real process. I heal through my work,
it’s therapeutic for me. And yeah, it’s
deeper than just trying to stay relevant
or popular or whatever.

CL: You’ve been there and done that.
There’s nothing to prove.

Jhené, you’ve worked with your
daughter, and CL, you work closely with
your sister, and your father also has
been a big inspiration. Why have you
chosen to work so closely with family?

AIKO: My daughter has been on all
of my albums, except for this last one.
She was like, “No, I’ll skip this one.”
She’s kind of too cool for me right now.
Working with her was just one of those
surreal moments, like I can’t believe
this is my daughter and she has perfect
pitch. I remember being in a studio
with her. It’s just like, “You’re me, but
you’re the better version.” I have a
big family. I did a song with my sister
for this last album, and it’s been long
overdue. It’s a bonding experience.
I’m superclose with my family. They’re
also my friends, they’re the people that
I hang out with. So why not be the peo-
ple that I work with as well? I remem-
ber my mom telling me when I was
younger, when I first started, she was
just like, “You can do whatever type of
music that you want to do. You never
have to be married to just one genre or
feel obligated to say that you’re just an
R&B artist, or just pop or hip-hop or
jazz, gospel. Whatever you want to do,
you can do that.”

that program. Recently, I decided to
get out of it. I didn’t really get to live
my life.

My biggest dream is to become a
mother, which I would love to learn
more from you. I didn’t really have a
life for 13 years. I decided to take some
time off, and everything just stopped;
and when I wasn’t creating, I felt like
I’m pregnant and not giving birth
[laughs]. So that’s when I realized I
want to continue doing this. That was
my motivation. I realized that when
I took some time off: I actually enjoy
and love doing this.

was the pivotal moment of, “OK, I
need to really take this seriously.” Or,
I need to find another career path
that guarantees a paycheck — a steady
paycheck, so I can take care of me and
her. She’s been one of the main things
that keeps me going. It’s inspiring for
me. And then, I don’t know, I feel like
I always am in this space where I want
to create.

CL: I started when I was really
young, too. I’m from the K-pop sys-
tem. You’re almost like an athlete —
you’re trained to dance, it’s all sched-
uled, all those things. I was always in

“I NEVER SAW AN
ASIAN POP STAR
WHERE I WAS LIKE,
‘SHE LOOKS LIKE
ME.’ I FELT THAT WAS
IMPOSSIBLE. THAT’S
WHAT I WANT TO DO,
FOR 12-YEAR-OLD ME.”

C L [Cont. on 80]

CL: COAT BY
PETER DO. EARRINGS
AND RINGS BY VHERNIER.
CHOKER BY IVAN
TUFENKJIAN.

AIKO: DRESS
BY ZARA. GLOVES BY
GEORGE KEBURIA.

FASHION DIRECTION
BY ALEX BADIA.

CL: STYLED BY
SEBASTIÉN HOHL
AND AUNNA KELLY.
HAIR STYLED BY SERENA
RADAELLI FOR CLOUTIER
REMIX. MAKEUP BY
MORGAN MARINOFF.

AIKO: STYLED BY
CASEY BILLINGSLEY. HAIR
STYLED BY KAHH SPENCE.
MAKEUP BY NIKKO
ANTHONY.
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D AMIAN MARLEY BECAME a Wizkid fan after
crossing paths with the Afropop star at a
New York City hotel while promoting Stony
Hill, his 2018 Grammy winner for Best Reg-
gae Album. “Wiz’s melodies are off the
chain,” Marley, 43, says on a Zoom call from

Miami, where he lives.
Wizkid, on the other hand, had been listening to Damian

and his legendary father, Bob, for much longer. “Meeting
him in New York, it was just like it was written,” the Nige-
rian singer, 31, says, joining the call from a stop on the U.S.
tour for his stellar fourth album, last year’s Made in Lagos.

The pair teamed up for the first time on the soothing
Made in Lagos highlight “Blessed.” “When I got the call to be
a part of the project, I was honored,” Marley says. “As a Ja-
maican, as Rasta, we definitely have a great affinity toward
his culture. We are definitely big fans of anything African.”
The calm gratitude of “Blessed” permeates the spirit of both
artists, in life and conversation.

What was recording “Blessed” like?
MARLEY: I was on tour. Both of us had gigs out in London.

One night after one of the concerts, we all went to the stu-
dio, got together, and Wiz played a bunch of beats for me.
That was the one that grabbed my attention the most. We
started writing the song in the studio, together, just feel-
ing the vibe.

Unfortunately, that night my voice was shot. I was very
hoarse. So I wasn’t able to cut the vocals properly that night,
but we were able to write lyrics. And then when I got back
to Miami, I was able to do over my parts. The only part that
made it from the original session is the front bit where I’m
saying, “I might be rough around the edges, maybe yes.” If
you listen to my voice, right there you can hear that it’s re-

The Afropop star and the reggae
scion connect on a deep level

WIZKID

DAMIAN
MARLEY

ally gravelly, just because of me doing
the concert earlier on in the night.

WIZKID: That’s the beauty of that rec-
ord! Just the way it starts, the tone of it,
the raspiness of the vocals, like, “Ah,
that was beautiful!” From the first time
I heard it in the studio, I just went mad.
I couldn’t believe it. It was like magic
right before my eyes. If I’m being very
honest with you, that was one of the
most amazing sessions I’ve ever been
in, for real.

MARLEY: Thank you, bro.
Damian, you mentioned the signifi-

cance that Africa has to you. Wiz, would
you say the same thing about Damian’s
homeland?

WIZKID: Well, Jamaica is a place that,
from when I was young — especially
when you’re from Africa, when you’re
from Lagos, Nigeria — it was so amaz-
ing to see the culture. Just to listen to
the music, because that was what we
were first introduced to, and later, see-
ing the videos and finding out more
about the culture. It’s like, “Yo, this
is like us.” It’s the same thing. When
I went to Jamaica for the first time, it
was everything that I thought it would
be and more. It’s an amazing place, the
most beautiful place, amazing food,
great people.

MARLEY: For me, we grew up hear-
ing about Africa — Nigeria, Ethiopia, all
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MARLEY: When you got into the
studio for the first time, you were in
Lagos, right?

WIZKID: Yeah, I was in Lagos. I got
into the studio the first time when I
was 13.

MARLEY: Word. As everyone knows,
I come from a very musical family. So
for me, the access to music was always
there for me if I chose. So it was really
when I started to buy dancehall music
for myself — that was when I wanted to
start doing music for myself. Just like
what you said, my first studio experi-
ence was probably around 13 years. I
think the first release was around 13.
It’s just something that we grew up in.

Wiz, you have three sons, and Da-
mian, you have one. Are your children
showing interest in music?

WIZKID: My first son likes rap music a
lot. And my last son, yeah, he just likes
music, man. He likes to listen to music.
He hums a lot as well, melodies, like
how I do. My second son, I don’t really
know what he wants to do yet, but I’m
very open to whatever they feel like
doing. I would always support my fam-
ily, my kids, whatever they want to do.
If it’s music, fine. If it’s not, there’s no
pressure, just love.

MARLEY: My son is very talented.
Whether or not he will choose to do
more music, I don’t know. But he loves
it. He writes his own lyrics, and he
can play drums pretty well. He loves
music, but you know when you’re a
kid, he loves anything that his friends
are interested in. He loves music, but
at the same time, he’s saying that he
wants to be in the NBA. And then when
the basketball season is over, he wants
to be a pro wrestler. But the music is al-
ways constant, regardless of what fad
comes in and out of his interest.

WIZKID: That’s amazing.
MARLEY: For me, [fatherhood] puts

you in a different point of view. You

family. All my older uncles played in-
struments in church, and my mom’s
younger sisters were all in the choir.
That was how I was introduced to
music, and I just fell in love.

I got introduced to rap first from
my older cousin. He used to play me
most of the hip-hop records. I start-
ed discovering music, listening to reg-
gae, a whole lot of Bob Marley — like
too much Bob Marley, man! It was like
a religion for us back then.

So that actually made me want to
just know more about the culture and
just make music that people can relate
to out there. I hope one day I’m able to
take you to Lagos.

start to look at your life in a different
way, where you’re now responsible for
another life. It makes you look at your
own mortality.

WIZKID: Yeah. Fatherhood changed
me, man. It’s like everything he said
and more. When I had my first child,
I was 21. I’ll never forget. I felt so lost,
’cause I wasn’t sure I was ready to be
a father at that point. I was scared I
wasn’t going to be a good father to my
kids ’cause I [was] still a baby. I was so
confused.

I remember after I had my child, it
just changed everything, man. I started
seeing my life different. I literally start-
ed putting my business together after
I had my kid. It just made me [think],
“Oh, wow. Another life is here that I
have to care for. That’s my responsibil-
ity.” So he really changed my life, man,
and I called him Boluwatife: “As God
wishes.” That was a big blessing to my
life. Fatherhood changed me forever.

Spirituality seems to be an important
part of both of your lives. What role does
your spirituality play in your career as
an artist?

MARLEY: Spirituality plays a role
in my life — in the decisions I make,
when it comes to what food I eat, how
I speak to people. Music is just another
thing that my spirituality influences. It
influences everything. For me, making
music is, I would say, one of the most
spiritual experiences I’ve ever had. It’s
a spiritual experience to write a song.
Sometimes you don’t really know
where these ideas come from because
it just happens. So sometimes you feel
like it’s almost like it’s given to you.

WIZKID: Yeah, man. I come from a
very spiritual home, too. So that plays
just a role in everything, just every-
thing. I can’t even make an album if
I’m not in the right space. I can’t make
music if I’m not feeling right or feel-
ing good with my soul, my family, or
anyone close to me. I take all of those
things seriously. I don’t think we would
be here if we weren’t as spiritual as we
are. It’s just—

MARLEY: I would say blessed.
WIZKID: I would love to say that I

would love to make more music with
you, boss man.

MARLEY: Thank you very much for
inviting me to be a part of the album.
We definitely have to link up and do
some more stuff together. I’d love it if
you can even contribute some stuff to
some projects I’m working on. Even
outside of your vocals, some of the
production, too, and all that stuff. The
beats are amazing, also.

WIZKID: Any way that we can work
together, I’m down.

“IT’S A SPIRITUAL
EXPERIENCE TO WRITE
A SONG. SOMETIMES
YOU DON’T KNOW
WHERE THESE IDEAS
COME FROM. IT’S LIKE
IT’S GIVEN TO YOU.”

D A M I A N  M A R L E Y

these places. It is almost like a dream.
You’re hearing about this far-off place
until you end up going there, until you
end up meeting people from there.
Then it becomes more real. Rastafari
is heavily embedded in African culture
and is very proud of our African roots.

Both of you were relatively young
when you got into music. What were
those early days like?

MARLEY: How did you start off, Wiz?
WIZKID: I started off in church. My

mom was a pastor, and my father is a
Muslim. So I used to go to church with
my mom, and I’d come back and go
to the mosque with my father. Music
has always just been a big part of my



MADONNA

MALUMA
On late nights, long rehearsals, and the unexpected benefits of the pandemic slowdown

INTERVIEW BY Julyssa Lopez PHOTOGRAPHS BY  Ricardo Gomes

T HE MOMENT MADONNA AND MALUMA arrive at Brooklyn’s Caribbean Social Club in Wil-
liamsburg, they ignite a frenzy. Both arrive around 8 p.m. on a swampy August night at
the 48-year-old neighborhood gem lovingly known as Toñitas, Madonna fresh from her
63rd birthday celebration in Italy’s southern region of Puglia and Maluma before rehears-
als for his Papi Juancho tour. Throngs of neighbors and regulars, many of them Puerto
Rican and Colombian, crowd along Grand Street, drinks in hand. They blast music — in-

cluding several Madonna hits — and try to get a glimpse of the stars through the doors of the club. Inside,
Madonna (who chose the venue) and Maluma kick off a five-hour photo shoot while blaring Wizkid over
the sound system. An older woman watches with delight and taps her giant gold rings against a domino
table; she’s none other than Toñita herself, the club owner, who has been asked to be in a few photos.

It’s past midnight when Madonna and Maluma finally settle into a tiny table against the wall. The
room is noticeably steamy. Both artists are eager to get their conversation started, but because it’s being
filmed, they have to wait under hot white lights while the cameras get rolling — and the heat is mak-
ing them a little delirious. Maluma sings drowsily to himself and puffs on a cigar while Madonna tries
to decide if she likes the bright red blazer she has on. (She trades it for one with pinstripes.) As people
buzz around them, adjusting mics and makeup, Maluma suddenly looks at Madonna from across the
table. “This is a natural conversation between you and I,” he tells her with feigned seriousness. “This
is a regular talk.” She breaks into a smile: “Natural. Organic. Authentic,” she jokes back.

Within minutes, the din of the room
fades away. It’s been more than two
years since they first teamed up for
“Medellín,” their 2019 song, and they
have a lot to catch up on. Their one-
on-one is also a chance to dive deep-
er into each other’s careers: Maluma
has seen Madonna in action in the stu-
dio and on video shoots, and he wants
to know all about the visionary whose
four-decade, constantly evolving artist-
ry has shifted the entire pop paradigm
more than once. Apologetically, he
pulls out his phone (“Sorry, I didn’t re-
member these!”) to bring up the ques-
tions he’s written about her upcoming
projects, including her new concert
film, Madame X. Madonna has printed
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MADONNA: VINTAGE 1960S
JACQUARD MICRO MINI
DRESS FROM MORPHEW
VINTAGE. HAT BY PIERS
ATKINSON. CROSS
NECKLACE IS CUSTOM.
VINTAGE WHITE CROCHET
GLOVES.

MALUMA: JACKET BY TOM
FORD. SHIRT AND PANTS
BY NANUSHKA. RINGS BY
HATTON LABS, JACQUIE
AICHE, SHAY. EARRINGS
ARE MALUMA’S OWN.



her list of questions for Maluma and
lays them on the table; she’s curious
about Maluma’s inspirations and the
way he’s crisscrossed different genres
while becoming a global star. They
end up trading stories until nearly 2
a.m., while the impromptu block party
formed in their honor rages on outside.

MALUMA: How does it feel doing an
interview at 1 a.m.? Be honest, please.

MADONNA: I’m good with it. I’m used
to staying up late. I’m a night owl.

MALUMA: What time do you go to bed
every day?

MADONNA: 4 a.m.
M A LU M A: What? Have you been

doing this for a long time?
MADONNA: Mm . . . a couple of years.

It’s getting later and later.
MALUMA: I remember the first time

that we went to the studio in London.
Do you remember? It was, like, 8 p.m.

M A D O N N A: That’s just when the
juices start flowing!

MALUMA: And I was like, we’re going
to stay here until, I don’t know, 12. And
then it was 12:30, it was 1, it was 1:30,
2, 3, 4! [Laughs.]

MADONNA: That’s when you start
drinking tequila and espresso.

MALUMA: You gave me the solution!
Tequila and espresso. Thank you very
much. That was a very important thing
in my life. After that, my life changed.

MADONNA: I have a theory that peo-
ple who were born in the daytime are
most alive in the day and people who
were born at night feel most creative
and alive at night.

MALUMA: I wake up every morning at
6 a.m., I go to the gym—

MADONNA: Maybe you were born at
6 a.m.!

MALUMA: I go to work out, then I go
to the studio, then I have some time to
play with my dogs, then at 8, 9 p.m.,
I’m done. I go to bed.

MADONNA: You’re an old man.
MALUMA: I’m an old man? For doing

that?
MADONNA: Those are old-man hours.

You go to bed at 8? That’s crazy.
MALUMA: [Laughs.] We’re all differ-

ent, come on. So, you were the cre-
ative director for the Madame X tour
and concert film, and involved in ev-
erything from the wardrobe to the set
design to the choreography. Why is it
so important to you to be involved in
every aspect?

MADONNA: Because the entire show
is an extension of me. I love dance, I
love art, I love set design. I love video, I
love film, I love fashion, clothes. So, A.,
because I love all of those things. But
B., because every aspect of the show is

MALUMA:
SUNGLASSES BY
GUCCI
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an extension of me, I feel like I need to
pay attention to all the details.

MALUMA: I remember.
MADONNA: [Smiling.] You remember.

Remember when we were on the set of
the video [for “Medellín”]? The room
was so ugly, remember we had to
change the lighting completely?

MALUMA: The lighting, the sofa. You
almost changed me.

MADONNA: Yeah, but I realized there
was no replacement, so . . .

MALUMA: [Laughs.] You better! OK,
next question — why did you decide on
the role of director as well as co-writer
in Madame X?

MADONNA: My show is my vision,
my philosophy, my soul. I need to
orchestrate everything. I have a mes-
sage, and I need to be clear about it.
I can’t rely on other people to do it
for me.

MALUMA: I love that. Since the first
time that I met you, I saw how real you
are with your art. You just do whatever
you want—

MADONNA: Well, I don’t do whatever
I want. I fight for what I think is im-
portant, that’s for sure.

MALUMA: You changed my vision in
many ways. I’m still young and I’m
still learning a bunch of things in this
industry and my career, but it was an
important thing to just be more con-
fident in myself. That’s how you say
it, right?

MADONNA: Yup, confident.
MALUMA: Since I met you, that’s

something that I always do, and I really
appreciate that. Cheers.

MADONNA: [Laughs.] Cheers. But
also, I hope that after you worked with
me, you started paying more attention
to lighting and costumes and things
like that. Did you?

MALUMA: Absolutely. Things like, I
don’t know, maybe women—

MADONNA: Don’t be sexist.
MALUMA: Maybe you guys pay more

attention to details.
MADONNA: You haven’t met my sons.
MALUMA: I met them!
MADONNA: You met David, yeah. But

everyone pays attention to details.
MALUMA: Yeah, but I think you’re on

another level.
MADONNA: If I could look back at the

beginning of my career, I probably fo-
cused mostly on me at the beginning;
and then as I started doing more shows
or videos, I started paying attention
to more details of everything, and I
started to get more involved.

MALUMA: I would like to do it the
same way as you do.

MADONNA: Watch out, I’m going to
come see your show! It better be good.

MALUMA: Yo, guys, she said that,
right? She said she’s coming to my
shows! [Laughs.] Next question. You’re
currently writing a film about your life.
How was the process for you, reliving
all those experiences?

MADONNA: Writing my script is the
most draining, challenging experience
I’ve ever had. It’s kind of like psycho-
therapy in a way, because I have to re-
member every detail from my child-
hood till now. Remembering all the
things that made me decide to be who
I am, my journey as an artist, my de-
cision to leave Michigan to go to New
York, all the things that happened
to me when I was young and naive,
my relationships with my family and
friends, watching many of my friends
die — sometimes, I have writing ses-
sions where I go to bed and I just want
to cry. You know what I mean? The

thing is, I realize I forgot a lot of things,
and reliving, digging deep, trying to
recall emotions that I felt in certain
moments, both joyful and traumatic
experiences . . . I realize I’ve lived a
crazy life.

MALUMA: But beautiful at the same
time.

MADONNA: Beautiful, obviously. But I
would find myself at night, lying there
in bed, thinking, “My God, did that
really happen to me? Did I really know
that person?”

MALUMA: Well, you know I love you.
And everything you do is a success.

MADONNA: I wouldn’t say that. Suc-
cess is subjective.

MALUMA: I always say success for
me is when I feel happy with all the
things that I do, and I have my balance
and my tranquility. For me, that’s a
success.

MADONNA: Obviously your career
will go in many directions, and you’ll
have ups and — I’m sorry — but you’re
going to have some downs, too, be-
cause that’s life. But then again, it

won’t be a down, because everything that happens to us is
a teacher and we learn from it. It’s useless to think of things
that happen to you as bad, I guess. They’re just learning
experiences you had to go through.

MALUMA: I agree. Thank you.
MADONNA: I think it’s my turn.
MALUMA: This is the moment where I get nervous. Should

I drink a little bit? Yeah.
MADONNA: All of your music is in Spanish, right?
MALUMA: Yeah, like 99.9 percent.
MADONNA: And you started out as a reggaeton artist, and

you seem like you’re moving in a new direction. Do you feel
like that? I hate the word “pop.”

MALUMA: I love reggaeton. I was raised listening to reg-
gaeton, and for sure it’s part of my blood and my DNA. But
I love making different genres.

MADONNA: “Medellín,” for instance, that song we did.
MALUMA: Yeah, that’s different — different beat, different

rhythm, different lyrics. I love doing salsa music, I love
doing reggaeton, I love doing pop, I love doing ballads.
When we talk about pop, it’s something that’s “popular” —
for me, it doesn’t have any meaning, because everything we
do is pop. It’s popular, it’s for the people. So I do whatever
I love. I remember one time I went to Los Angeles, and I
had this amazing studio session with these producers from
there. The session was great. I recorded, like, seven or eight
songs in English, right? And they were good, but I don’t
know, I just didn’t feel myself when I listened to the songs
over and over again. I was like, “That’s not Maluma.”

MADONNA: “That’s not me.”
MALUMA: Right, that’s not my essence. I’ve been a huge

fan of American music for a long time. I grew up listening
to hip-hop and R&B and all of these amazing artists: Ja Rule
and 50 Cent and Snoop Dogg and, of course, you. But I don’t
feel like I have to sing in English just to conquer the world or
to do the things that I want to do.

MADONNA: I don’t think you do, either.
MALUMA: I feel like people can fall in love with the person

who I am. I don’t have to try and be someone else.
MADONNA: You’re not consciously trying to be Colombian.
MALUMA: It’s just me. I was born like this. But if I had an

option to sing in English, I would do it. Maybe in the future.
MADONNA: Here’s a question — what inspires you?
MALUMA: I would say my family. They’re a big, big inspi-

ration. My country, my Latin roots. I remember when I was,
like, 12 years old, and all these dreams started. I wanted to
be a singer, I wanted to sing about all the things I was living,
even though I was 12 years old. I just wanted to sing to my
mom, my dad, and my sister, and that was a beautiful thing
that I don’t want to lose.

MADONNA: So life inspires you. The things that are import-
ant to you.

MALUMA: Exactly. Life, family, my roots, my country. I
could say even my animals, they inspire me.

MADONNA: I was just going to say your horses!
MALUMA: My horses, my dogs, the people who surround

me. I would say they’re my inspiration.
MADONNA: I would say the same thing. I’m very inspired

by my children, my family, my experiences in life, love, loss,
betrayal. The things that happen to us as humans — that’s
what inspires me, I guess. The struggle.

MALUMA: That’s a big part of inspiration, when you don’t
feel that good.

MADONNA: Yeah, it’s way easier to write a song when
you’re in a bad mood. Let’s face it. [Laughs.]

MALUMA: 100 percent, I agree. [Talking to others in the
room] Are you guys in a sauna?

“SOMETIMES I HAVE WRITING
SESSIONS WHERE I GO TO BED

AND I JUST WANT TO CRY.
I FIND MYSELF LYING IN BED,

THINKING, ‘MY GOD, DID THAT
REALLY HAPPEN TO ME?’”
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MADONNA: 1920S
VINTAGE NET-
EMBROIDERED LACE
TABARD DRESS.

MALUMA: SUIT BY
LOUIS VUITTON.
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LANG. TIE BY VERSACE.
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Eric Clapton went from setting the standard for rock guitar to making
‘full-tilt’ racist rants to funding anti-vaxxers. Did this Sixties icon

change? Or was he always like this?

THE

DARK
SIDE

OF

‘GOD’
By DAV I D B ROW N E   Illustration by J OA N  WO N G





C
AMBEL MCLAUGHLIN THOUGHT HE WAS BEING
punked. An unapologetic opponent of lockdowns
and Covid-19 vaccine skeptic — he is, as he puts
it, “pro-medical choice”— the 27-year-old Brit is
founder of Jam for Freedom, a group of U.K. mu-
sicians that plays for free in public spaces, spread-
ing the anti-lockdown word and sometimes singing
songs with lyrics like “You can stick your poison vac-
cine up your arse.” For their efforts, Jam for Free-
dom are often hassled by police, and McLaugh-
lin himself says he was arrested for what he calls
“breach of Covid regulations” during one show.

This past spring, the car the group used to trans-
port its gear was rendered nearly unusable after an
accident, so McLaughlin started a GoFundMe page
to help pay for transportation, gas, and legal fees.

that amount to lockdown protest anthems. By way
of a friend’s social media account, he’s also detailed
what he called his “disastrous” experience after re-
ceiving two AstraZeneca shots (“propaganda said
the vaccine was safe for everyone,” he wrote).

Clapton recently embarked on a U.S. tour booked
in red states despite surging transmission numbers
and death rates — and at venues that largely don’t
require proof of vaccination. In the process, this
Sixties icon, who embraced the sex, drugs, and rock
& roll lifestyle as much as anyone in his generation,
has drawn praise from conservative pundits. In Aus-
tin, he posed for backstage photos with Texas’ anti-
vax-mandate Gov. Greg Abbott, known for his at-
tacks on abortion and voting rights. The sight of
Clapton in backstage photos with that state’s noto-
rious governor amounted to a deal killer for some:
“I just deleted all my Clapton songs,” went one com-
ment on Abbott’s Twitter feed, along with, “A Kid
Rock type with better guitar skills. Done with him.”

In what may be among the final acts of his career,
Clapton risked his reputation and part of his devoted
fan base when he doubled down on his views. “If he
had a bad reaction, that’s bad,” says Bill Oakes, who
ran RSO, Clapton’s label, in the 1970s. “Obvious-
ly most people haven’t. It’s a shame that this is the
way that a lot of young ROLLING STONE readers are
going to read about him for the first time. He is one
of the greats, and this is how he makes the headlines
in his dotage.” (Through a representative, Clapton
declined to comment for this article.)

Even people who haven’t thought much about
Clapton lately are now wondering: What is he think-
ing? His fellow musicians don’t know what to make
of it all: Queen’s Brian May referred to vaccine skep-
tics like Clapton as “fruitcakes.” Longtime Clapton
collaborators and friends in the music business
declined to comment about his current beliefs to
ROLLING STONE. As the manager of one promi-
nent peer put it, “I wouldn’t want him to touch this.”

For the longest time, anyone asked to rattle off
Clapton’s accomplishments would cite the vital
role he played in bringing blues and reggae into
mainstream culture and his prodigious guitar play-
ing. (There was a reason someone spray-painted
“Clapton Is God” on a London subway wall in the
mid-Sixties.) Others couldn’t help but remember
the horrific tragedy of his four-year-old son’s death
and the emotional catharsis of “Tears in Heaven.”
But the current controversy is prompting a fresh
examination of Clapton’s past behavior, which in-
cludes jarringly racist statements he made in the
early part of his career. How did we get from ad-
miration and empathy to bewilderment and even a
feeling of betrayal?

What changed — or did anything?

I N THE SUMMER of 1976, Dave Wakeling
thought he knew Clapton, too. Wakeling,
who’d go on to found the English Beat, one
of the U.K.’s pioneering ska bands, was 20

that year, and such a big Clapton fan that he’d once
hitchhiked from his Birmingham home to London
to see Clapton’s band Blind Faith in Hyde Park.

DA R K  S I D E  O F  ‘ G O D ’

And one day this past spring, he was shocked to see
a £1,000 donation on the site from Eric Clapton.

“I’m, like, this could be fake,” McLaughlin re-
calls. But when McLaughlin emailed the account
listed with the donation, he received a text from
the 76-year-old British guitar hero himself. “It was
something complimentary, along the lines of, ‘Hey,
it’s Eric — great work you’re doing,’ ” McLaughlin
says. The two later talked by phone, and before
McLaughlin knew it, Clapton offered his family’s
white, six-person VW Transporter van as a tempo-
rary replacement for Jam for Freedom’s wheels. He
also gave them a chunk of money (McLaughlin de-
clines to say how much) to buy a new van — and said
he might even sit in with the group at some point.
Thanks to Clapton’s assistance, Jam for Freedom are
now free to spread their message all over the U.K.

In the past, Clapton has been reluctant to voice
his political views. As he told ROLLING STONE in
1968, “What I’m doing now is just my way of think-
ing, but if it gets into a paper somewhere, people
will say that what I’m saying is the way they ought
to think. Which is wrong, because I’m only a mu-
sician. If they dig my music, that’s great, but they
don’t have to know what’s going on in my head.”

But in recent months Clapton has himself be-
come a leading vaccine skeptic, part of a commu-
nity that Dr. Anthony Fauci has said is “part of the
problem — because you’re allowing yourself to be
a vehicle for the virus to be spreading to some-
one else.” And while never explicitly condemning
the lockdown, he’s said “live music might never
recover” and joined Van Morrison for three songs

CLAPTON’S NEW FRIENDS A gathering for Jam for Freedom in London’s Hyde Park this past June. The group plays
across the U.K. to spread its “pro-medical choice” message. Clapton has given them money and offered them his van.
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But when he saw Clapton at the Odeon theater
in Birmingham in August 1976, Wakeling was gob-
smacked. A clearly inebriated Clapton, who unlike
most of his rock brethren hadn’t weighed in on top-
ics like the Vietnam War, began grousing about im-
migration. The concert was neither filmed nor re-
corded, but based on published accounts at the
time (and Wakeling’s recollection), Clapton began
making vile, racist comments from the stage. In re-
marks he has never denied, he talked about how
the influx of immigrants in the U.K. would result
in the country “being a colony within 10 years.”
He also went on an extended jag about how “for-
eigners” should leave Great Britain: “Get the wogs
out . . . get the coons out.” (Wog, shorthand for gol-
liwog, was a slur against dark-skinned nonwhites.)

“As it went on, it was like, ‘Is this a joke?’ ”
Wakeling recalls. “And then it became obvious
that it wasn’t. . . . It started to form a sort of mur-
mur throughout the crowd. He kept talking, and
the murmurings started to get louder: ‘What did
he fucking say again?’ . . . We all got into the foyer
after the concert, and it was as loud as the concert:
‘What is he fucking doing? What a cunt!’ ”

When Clapton voiced support onstage for the
conservative British flamethrower and fascist Enoch
Powell, a prominent anti-immigration politician
who had given his polarizing “rivers of blood”
speech on the topic in Birmingham in 1968, Wake-
ling was particularly offended. Thanks to white and
black workers toiling together in its factories, Wake-
ling had sensed that Birmingham had become more
integrated in recent years.

Clapton’s comments shocked his bandmates, too.
“What Eric said was a total surprise,” recalls George
Terry, a member of Clapton’s band at the time, “as
he never mentioned he would be saying something
at the concert to me or other members of the band
that I knew of.”

Until then, Clapton’s association with the blues
— and Black culture — had largely been seen as
positive. Growing up in Surrey, raised by a grand-
mother, he’d begun practicing blues licks on a gui-
tar as a teenager. With the Yardbirds, John Mayall’s
Bluesbreakers, and Cream, his playing reflected
lessons picked up from listening to Muddy Waters,
Jimmy Reed, and other blues guitar masters. Un-
like some of his other peers, Clapton gave proper
credit to the music’s founding fathers. A Clapton
cover of a song by Waters (or Bob Marley) would
pad their bank accounts as well as his own. “The
man can play,” says Buddy Guy, the Chicago blues
legend who first met Clapton in the Sixties and has
jammed with him numerous times since. “If some-
body’s good, I don’t call you big, fat, or tall. He just
bent those strings, and I guess he bent them right
on time. The British exploded the blues and put it in
places we didn’t put it. I wish I could have had the
popularity he got. Maybe I wouldn’t have to work
so damn hard.”

In an 1968 interview with ROLLING STONE,
Clapton referred to Jimi Hendrix with a derogatory
term that was also hipster slang at the time. But

E R I C  C L A P T O N

LIFE IN 12
BARS In the
1970s Clapton
released several
masterworks
but also battled
addiction and
exhibited some
deplorable
behavior.

WON’T GET FOOLED AGAIN Pete Townshend at the 1979 Rock Against Racism festival in London. For five years
the founders put on shows in Europe and the U.S. — featuring artists like the Clash and Steel Pulse — in reaction to
comments like the infamous ones Clapton made in Birmingham.
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maybe even more troubling was how he displayed
a predilection for some racial stereotypes: “When
he first came to England, you know English people
have a very big thing towards a spade. They really
love that magic thing, the sexual thing. They all fall
for that sort of thing. Everybody and his brother
in England still sort of think that spades have big
dicks. And Jimi came over and exploited that to
the limit, the fucking T. Everybody fell for it. I fell
for it. Shit.”

Clapton’s epic struggles, from his comeback from
heroin and alcohol addiction to his opening a treat-
ment center in Antigua to the loss of his son in 1991,
have made him a largely sympathetic figure in the
press. ROLLING STONE has put Clapton on its cover
eight times since 1968; as recently as 2015, he was
ranked second on the magazine’s list of the 100
greatest guitarists. Of the Powell-Birmingham in-
cident, one British writer at the time called it “just
another reminder of Clapton’s vulnerable honesty.”

But those who heard of his Birmingham com-
ments had a much different view of Clapton. “I was
completely shocked,” says agitprop writer and per-
former Red Saunders, who was shown a copy of
a published report of Clapton’s comments shortly
after the concert. “You’ve got to understand the
kind of totem-head figure that Enoch Powell is in
this country. He’s on the same level as Governor
Wallace of Alabama — a high-level conservative,
real old tub-thumping British imperialist of the
old order.” Powell’s “rivers of blood” speech had
spawned a white nationalist movement. Clapton’s
embrace of Powell’s rhetoric prompted Saunders
to write a letter to New Musical Express: “What’s
going on, Eric? You’ve got a touch of brain dam-
age. . . . Own up, half your music is black. You’re
rock music’s biggest colonist. You’re a good mu-
sician but where would you be without the blues
and R&B?”

Saunders’ letter led to the founding of Rock
Against Racism, which for about five years put on
concerts in Europe and the U.S. in reaction to com-
ments like Clapton’s. “He actually changed the
world in the opposite direction, which was very
decent of him, really,” says Wakeling (the English
Beat played at one of the RAR shows as well).
Saunders recalls that Pete Townshend said he might
bring Clapton along when he played one of the Rock
Against Racism shows in the summer of 1979. But
Saunders says he insisted Clapton apologize first.
For reasons that were never specified to Saunders,
Clapton never showed up.

rized Clapton documentary that, with his eventual
approval, recounted that career low point. In the
film and in interviews to promote it, Clapton again
denied racist insensitivity, citing friendships with
Black people, and again blamed the moment on his
massive alcohol intake of the time. “I did really of-
fensive things,” he told one outlet. “I was a nasty
person,” adding, in a striking admission, that his
Birmingham rant was “full-tilt” racist. “I’m not ex-
cusing myself. It was an awful thing to do,” he said,
again, adding, “I think it’s funny, actually.”

“I didn’t pay attention to what people were say-
ing back then,” says Guy, who claims he hadn’t
heard about the incident until recently. “You had
white people saying this, Black people saying that.
Whatever somebody wants to say or feel, that’s OK
with me.”

But then as now, Clapton’s explanations ring hol-
low for those who were in Birmingham that night
or who heard accounts of it at the time. Wakeling
says that with the exception of two Cream songs he
loves (“Badge” and “White Room”), he hasn’t lis-
tened to Clapton’s music since. “We know that the
drink doesn’t make you make up sophisticated lies,”
he says. “It just makes you tell the truth too loud at
the wrong time to the wrong people.”

F OR ANYONE WHO’S read Clapton’s mem-
oir closely, his recent turn may not be all
that jarring. He wrote that “it was my nor-
mal thing when I was angry to contest au-

thority” and admitted to a tendency toward “con-
spiracy phobia in all things of this nature, including
politics.”

Clapton does appear to have a credulous side:
In the book, he detailed the bizarre incident in the
Eighties when “a lady with a strong European ac-
cent” called him at home, told him she knew all
about his difficulties with Pattie Boyd (his wife by
then), and persuaded him to try all sorts of odd
rituals — like “cut my finger to draw blood, smear
it onto a cross with Pattie’s and my name written
on it, and read weird incantations at night.” (At
her suggestion, he also flew to New York and slept
with her before realizing that none of that madness
would bring Boyd back.)

Clapton’s current public views are a hot mess of
those tendencies churned up by a global pandem-
ic, fake news, and his own health issues. In the past
few years, Clapton’s health — his hands in particu-
lar — have made more headlines than his most re-
cent albums. In 2016, he confessed to ROLLING
STONE that he was having “a neurological thing
that is tricky, that affects my hands.” The follow-
ing year, he told the magazine he was having “ec-
zema from head to foot. The palms of my hand
were coming off.” He also was dealing with periph-
eral neuropathy — damage to a person’s peripher-
al nerves, leading to burning or aching pain in the
arms and legs.

Last year, Clapton began watching videos by Ivor
Cummins, a chemical engineer and author who has
questioned the British government’s handling of the
pandemic. “I was trying to keep my mouth shut, but

DA R K  S I D E  O F  ‘ G O D ’

Some who knew and worked with Clapton at the
time (and haven’t seen him much since) argue he
wasn’t a deep-seated racist. “I don’t think those
are true feelings,” says Oakes. “The idea that he
was sort of somehow speaking his true mind there
is misplaced. It was the booze. He was in a truc-
ulent mode then, and I don’t think he realized at
all the effect of what he was saying. I don’t think it
was one of those things where people say, ‘Well, if
you’re drunk, it doesn’t matter — if you said it, you
meant it.’ I don’t think he meant it.” Speaking to
ROLLING STONE in 2017, “I just have to face the guy
that I became when I was fueled on drugs and alco-
hol,” Clapton said. “It’s incomprehensible to me, in
a way, that I got so far out. And there was no one to
challenge me.” He may have had a point about the
latter: As a privileged member of rock’s ruling class,
he has long shown a tendency to do what he wants
when he wants to do it, with seemingly little regard
for consequences.

What remains galling for people like Wakeling
and Saunders is not only the racist remarks, but
the way Clapton handled his response to them.
After his onstage tirade was reported in the U.K.
press, Clapton sent a handwritten letter to the Brit-
ish music newspaper Sounds, apologizing “to all
the foreigners in Birm. . . . It’s just that (as usual) I’d
had a few before I went on and one foreigner had
pinched my missuss’ bum and I proceeded to lose
my bottle.” (He claimed, in part, that a rich Saudi
had leered at his then-partner Pattie Boyd.) But he
also added, in what seemed like an endorsement
of a white supremacist, “I think that Enoch is the
only politician mad enough to run this country.” In
an interview with that same publication, he down-
played the Birmingham rant yet again: “I thought it
was quite funny actually,” comparing the incident
to a Monty Python skit.

In his 2007 memoir, Clapton addressed the con-
troversy anew, writing that his onstage comments
in Birmingham were “never meant to be a racial
statement. It was more of an attack against the
then-government policies on cheap labor, and the
cultural confusion and overcrowding that resulted
from what was clearly a greed-based policy.” To
Saunders and others in the Rock Against Racism
community, the explanation was “ridiculous,” and
indeed, derogatory comments about “wogs” didn’t
exactly leave much room for interpretation.

The Birmingham incident, which went large-
ly unreported in the U.S. at the time, also resur-
faced in Eric Clapton: Life in 12 Bars, a 2017 autho-
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BASED ON PUBLISHED ACCOUNTS AT THE
TIME, CLAPTON BEGAN MAKING RACIST,
VILE COMMENTS FROM THE STAGE,
INCLUDING AN EXTENDED JAG ABOUT HOW
“FOREIGNERS” SHOULD LEAVE ENGLAND.
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I was following the channel avidly,” Clapton con-
fessed. Clapton made his own feelings first known
by joining with Morrison for “Stand and Deliver,”
a single that connected the lockdown to individu-
al freedom: “Do you want to be a free man/Or do
you want to be a slave?” Clapton issued a statement
about the collaboration, “We must stand up and be
counted because we need to find a way out of this
mess. The alternative is not worth thinking about.”
(In a strange coincidence, Morrison was a special
guest star at Clapton’s Birmingham show in 1976.)

When he began receiving flak for his comments,
Clapton doubled down. He posted comments by
way of the social media account of his friend, archi-
tect and fellow vaccine skeptic Robin Monotti. He
told Oracle Films — a website that claims to “fight
for open debate and freedom of information in the
face of global government encroachment and big-
tech censorship” — that after a second dose, his
hands “didn’t really work,” and that it accelerated
his condition. “I expected it to be something that
would gradually grow worse as I got older, into my
eighties or whatever,” he said. “This . . . ramped up,
on a scale of 10, from three to eight or nine: agony,
chronic pain. . . . It took my immune system and
shook it around again.” Clapton said he lost the use
of his hands for three weeks. To Oracle Films, Clap-
ton remarked that he could “feel the alienation”
from his peers and even family members over the
past year.

According to Dr. Matthew Fink, chairman of the
Department of Neurology at Weill Cornell Medi-
cal College, such a reaction is plausible with pa-
tients dealing with Clapton’s neurological condi-
tion. “As long as there have been vaccines around,
there have always been some cases of what we call
post-vaccine or post-infectious inflammatory dis-
orders that can affect the peripheral nerves,” says
Fink, adding that the AstraZeneca vaccine in par-
ticular has been linked to rare cases of neurologi-
cal disorder. “It can affect your hands and feet quite
severely, so I can understand as a guitarist, it could
really affect him.”

And yet Fink, who says he loves Clapton’s work
with Cream, is concerned about the message as
much as the messenger. “You’re not going to con-
demn all vaccines because of that, because the reali-
ty is that the vaccines are such lifesaving treatments
for the vast majority of people that get them,” he
says. “The benefits so far outweigh any of the risks.
I would never tell someone we should stop giving
vaccines.” Thanks in part to vaccine skeptics, only
56 percent of the U.S. population is currently fully
vaccinated.

After Clapton offered to lend Jam for Freedom
his family van, McLaughlin met with Clapton, casu-
ally dressed in a blue sweater and moccasins, at his
recording studio in London. McLaughlin says Clap-
ton was still feeling the aftereffects of his shots, tell-
ing McLaughlin he hadn’t been able to play guitar
for months. “We did want to have a jam, but be-
cause of his condition at the time, it was tough for
him to play — and to play outside when his fingers
are cold because of the side effects,” says McLaugh-

“It sounds like he’s having another Enoch Pow-
ell moment,” says Oakes. “That’s the last time I can
think of when he actually confronted any world
issues, because he’s basically someone who’s kept
to himself quite well. That was obviously a long time
ago and triggered by massive amounts of alcohol.
He hasn’t got the excuse this time.”

In his interview with Oracle Films, Clapton com-
plained that after he expressed his views, “I was
labeled as a Trump supporter.” But his old-world
streak reaches back to at least 2007, when Clap-
ton — along with Bryan Ferry and Steve Winwood
— played a benefit at a castle in Berkshire, England,
for the Countryside Alliance, a U.K. group devoted
to promoting “food, farming, and country sports.”
Those sports include the barbaric tradition of fox
hunting — unleashing hunting hounds on foxes,
which the British government had banned due to
both the animal cruelty as well as the class dispari-
ties it represents.

At the time, a Clapton representative confirmed
that he supported the Alliance but didn’t “hunt
himself.” That association still rankles some of his
peers. “I love Eric Clapton, he’s my hero, but he
has very different views from me in many ways,”
Brian May told The Independent. “He’s a person who
thinks it’s OK to shoot animals for fun, so we have
our disagreements.” But Clapton’s stance — based
around his support for what a spokesperson called
“people’s private pursuits” — got another group on
his side: Thanks to that concert, the National Rifle
Association trumpeted “Eric Clapton Supports Fox
Hunting” on its site.

For vaccine skeptics, the idea of playing red
states, and indoor arenas at that, felt like an act
of defiance. Conservative young-gun pundit Mi-
chael Knowles — who once filled in for Rush Lim-
baugh and “wrote” Reasons to Vote for Democrats:
A Comprehensive Guide, a bestselling novelty book
that consisted entirely of blank pages — tweeted,
“Eric Clapton is a much more credible person than
Dr. Fauci.” Speaking to RS, Knowles stands by that
assessment. “Clapton isn’t pontificating about
matters of science or health — he’s discussing his
own experience with this vaccine,” he says. “I think
in many ways Eric Clapton does have more cred-
ibility on this question and many others than Dr.
Fauci does.”

At 31, Knowles is younger than most Clapton fans
and thinks the guitarist’s stance against the medi-
cal establishment is staying true to his rock roots.
“It’s terrific,” Knowles says. “There’s something re-
ally authentic about a rock star speaking up against
authority. That is what rock & roll used to repre-
sent. And as it aged, it simply came into conformi-
ty with the prevailing established opinions of so-
ciety. . . . Eric Clapton trusts his audience to make
their own medical decisions. And we used to do
that more generally in this country. We don’t seem
to do that very much anymore.”

Jam for Freedom’s McLaughlin sees the situation
in much the same way, and his chat with Clapton
confirmed it. “He said we’re essentially doing what
he and his contemporaries in the Six-

E R I C  C L A P T O N

CROSSROADS Top: Texas Gov. Greg Abbott (middle),
known for his attacks on abortion and voting rights,
attended Clapton’s recent Austin show. Above: With
Jam for Freedom founder McLaughlin.
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lin. “You can imagine that that would stress him
out.” Clapton posed for a photo next to the van with
McLaughlin, which the group later shared on its so-
cial media channels.

But as with his fumbled responses to his 1976
rant, Clapton couldn’t seem to leave well enough
alone. He declared in a statement that he wouldn’t
play for “discriminated audiences,” meaning he
would only play venues that did not require proof
of vaccination.

Shortly before the first show on his American
tour in September, he rolled out a new song, “This
Has Gotta Stop,” seemingly a protest against his
own vaccination: “I knew that something was going
on wrong/When you started laying down the law/I
can’t move my hands, I break out in sweat/I wanna
cry, can’t take it anymore.” To further his point, the
video’s animation depicted citizens as manipulated
puppets. (Weeks later, he unveiled a new version of
that song — complete with a sax solo and new verse
by, you guessed it, Morrison.) [Cont. on 81]



QAnon’s
Deadly Price
Church-loving surf instructor Matthew Taylor Coleman fell into online
conspiracy theories, then allegedly admitted to killing his kids to save the
world. How did no one see it coming? By Kevin T. Dugan

HE SUN HAD ONLY JUST RISEN OVER
Rosarito, Mexico, on August 9th
when a neighbor told Roberto Sali-
nas Ramirez about the blood spat-
tered across the dry creek outside his
small pink home. Ramirez, 47, lives
on a farm next to fields of tomatoes
and lettuce, in full view of the mesa-
colored Cerro el Coronel, the area’s

largest mountain. It’s a quiet place, removed from the tour-
ists who go to the oceanside restaurants and strip clubs in
nearby Tijuana. Ramirez hadn’t heard anything the night be-
fore, but the neighbor looked shaken. So he went out with his
son’s dog, a white mutt named Kobe, to investigate. ¶ Ramirez
unlatched the fence — four strands of barbed wire wrapped
around wooden stakes — and first saw the blood over a patch
of dried-out brush and rocks. There was more on the bushes
farther in, so he went deeper, but didn’t find anything. “My
eyes were set over there,” he tells me as we walk along the
brush, pointing to the northern swoop of the creek. “I figured
I would see a big body.” He didn’t see anyone on first inspec-
tion, but soon, Kobe was barking at something about 65 feet in.
“Maybe I was nervous, but I couldn’t figure out if I saw two feet
or three. So I got a little closer, and I realized it was two little
children,” he says. ¶ There they were, Kaleo, two, and Roxy, 10
months, hidden under the leaves of a willow shrub, their small,
pale bodies lying on their sides, backs together, naked save for
diapers. ¶ This is the wreckage that Santa Barbara, California,
surf instructor Matthew Taylor Coleman, the father of these two
children, admitted to leaving behind in one of the most inex-
plicable and gruesome crimes in recent memory. Coleman, 40,
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undercurrent. The Ku Klux Klan burned crosses to
keep Black residents out of white parts of town in the
1950s, and a restaurant called Sambo’s — which had
displayed racist cartoon characters as decorations —
only agreed to change its name last year. In 2014, a
self-described incel killed six people and injured 14
more after online men’s rights groups radicalized his
frustration over being single into a murderous rage.

Coleman was born here in 1981. He’s the first bio-
logical child of John, owner of a carpet-cleaning busi-
ness, and Lori, a potter; Michael, his older brother by
about two years, was adopted. Known as Matty, Cole-
man had light shaggy hair and a wide smile that re-
vealed a slight overbite — a trait inherited from his fa-
ther. By most outside appearances, he had an idyllic
childhood, with a home that was a regular spot for
neighborhood kids to play Nintendo or climb up the
treehouse out back. When they got older, they’d at-
tempt ollies off a homemade skateboard ramp. “He
always was popular, but he didn’t act like it. He acted
very — I don’t know, the opposite of arrogant, he was
humble,” a childhood friend, Adrian, tells me. (Like
most people in this story, Adrian didn’t want his full

name used, out of concern of social reprisal.) Adrian
looked up to him as a role model, and recounted
how, when they were seven or eight, Coleman helped
him when he got stuck climbing the rickety ladder
into the treehouse: “He wasn’t just making fun of
me because I was stuck. He was like, ‘Oh, no, I can’t
have Adrian be scared. Can’t have him be in danger.’ ”

Coleman’s biography, up until this August, is one
that sticks out only for being so unremarkable. He
surfed, he liked dirt bikes, he made friends with girls
easily. He was sensitive; he told a friend he’d wit-
nessed an act of animal abuse as a boy, and it had
affected him deeply. At one point in his early teens,
he seemed to push boundaries further than some
other kids his age. Coleman was with another boy
who tried to corner a girl in a room, in what the girl
said was an act of “sexual harassment,” according
to a friend told directly about the incident. While
the source says the other boy was expelled, Cole-
man got off with writing an apology letter. When he
got to high school, though, his interest in Christiani-
ty grew more intense, and he would routinely carry
around a Bible in which he’d scribble in the margins.
Not one of more than a dozen people who knew him
during the next three decades could recall any vio-
lent or disturbing incidents. In his high school year-
book, his parents bought an ad. There are two pic-
tures of him, one as a boy holding a stuffed monkey,
the other nearer to graduation, with gelled hair and

was a staple of his community, an evangelical Chris-
tian who ran a surfing school and tutored Spanish,
the kind of person who was known to comfort those
who’d lost their own children. But when he was ar-
rested at the U.S.-Mexico border just hours after the
bodies were found, another side of him emerged. Ac-
cording to a federal criminal complaint, Coleman
told an FBI agent he’d recently been “enlightened” by
QAnon — the satanic panic that helped fuel the Janu-
ary 6th insurrection on the U.S. Capitol. His children,
he said, had “serpent DNA” they’d inherited from his
wife, and he was “saving the world from monsters.”

Coleman has since pleaded not guilty to two counts
of foreign first-degree murder, setting up the deaths
of these two children — and the basis for Coleman’s
beliefs — to the scrutiny of prosecutors and internet
conspiracy theorists alike. Already, online trolls have
sought to undermine the story about Coleman’s his-
tory as a false flag, a planted piece of fake news by the
powers that be to discredit a movement. But deeper
concerns lay ahead. A third of Americans had once
been open to believing that cabals of devil-worship-
ping elites, aided by “deep state” government offi-

cials, steal children and kill them for their blood, the
basis of QAnon’s belief system — that has some eerie
similarities to the crimes Coleman stands accused of.

Now, looming over Coleman’s prosecution is a big-
ger question of QAnon’s place in the American polit-
ical order. Has the U.S. populace drifted so far from
reality that QAnon is just another ideology, and Cole-
man was a true Q believer fully in command of his
faculties? Or would only the criminally insane be-
lieve in the conspiracy so deeply that they’d act on it?

T HERE SHOULD BE A WORD for cities like
Santa Barbara, these good-vibes enclaves
with all the trappings of wealth — high
art, second homes, a sense of outdoorsy-
ness — but removed from the industries

that created it. “The American Riviera” appears on
the city’s tourist literature, and its outskirts are miles
of beaches where surfers wade for hours and plo-
vers peck for food in the sand. About two hours up
the coast from LAX, Santa Barbara residents boast
that the city of just more than 91,000 people is a wel-
coming community where everyone knows every-
one, and it just so happens that Oprah Winfrey, Ellen
DeGeneres, and Prince Harry and Megan Markle
live one town over. But it’s also a place with a dark

iced tips. “Matt, your name means Gift of God,” the
ad reads. “We thank God for the gift of you.”

While Coleman grew up religious, Adrian recalled
little, if any, Christian iconography in the house.
(When I visited the home in September, there was
a cross and a small poster with the word FAITH on it
hanging in the living room, near pictures of Matt and
Michael. John, their father, declined to comment.)
Still, Matt’s faith seems to have become the central
axis of his life. He went to an evangelical college in
San Diego, where he surfed and went on missionary
trips to Spain and Mexico. As he got older, he hopped
from church to church, mentoring local kids in the
Bible or helping with homework. “I always viewed
him as just wanting to care for the kids. He just loved
people and wanted to help people,” says Shoreline
Community Church assistant pastor Jon Harris, who
knew him for about eight years.

Even though friends recall him wanting a family
and children back when he was a kid, it wasn’t until
January 8th, 2017, that 36-year-old Coleman married
Abby Droogsma, a Texas woman five years his junior,
who he met through a church group. “It seemed fast,”

Harris remembers of their courtship. “He desired it
and wanted it. He was stoked to be with her.” Her so-
cial media shows she was into CrossFit and Christian-
ity, a proud aunt to her siblings’ newborns, and for a
few months, wrapped up in a multilevel marketing
company that sold weight-loss powders and prom-
ises to get people out of debt. In one 2013 post about
what she desired in a future husband, her interests
were broad: “food (Mexican), music, alcohol,” the list
starts. “Must hate the sin and love the sinner :)”

Soon after marrying, they rented a small blue
ranch house off a cul-de-sac near Hendry’s Beach, a
popular Santa Barbara surfing site. When I visited, a
piece of wood covered a window, and another rent-
er, who lived in the garage, refused to talk. In 2019,
their son, Kaleo, was born. To the neighbors, Abby
was warmer, quicker to chat, known to bring banana
bread or trade gardening tips. After Roxy was born
in late 2020, Abby would take the two kids out for
walks and stop at a neighbor’s garden to play with
the statues of flamingos, seals, raccoons, and other
woodland creatures. “Every time she walked by with
her kids, she would stop and talk, either coming or
going,” says Richard, a neighbor across the street. As
the adults chatted, the kids would play with the me-
nagerie of animal statues on his front lawn and eat lo-
quats, an apricot-like fruit, from his garden. “She was
a good mom to those kids. She really watched over
them, took care of them,” he says.

The darker undercurrents that had
apparently taken ahold of Coleman weren’t
visible. Friends have tried to reconcile the
person they thought they knew with the
man on the news, and still come up short.
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COLEMAN
IN 2016

Contributor KEVIN T. DUGAN wrote about Operation
Gideon in the January issue.
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Whatever strains that may have come out during
the pandemic weren’t clear to outside observers.
Coleman’s surfing school, Lovewater — where Abby
also sometimes worked — appeared to be doing bet-
ter than ever. “He was the go-to person to do any
kind of surf lessons in Santa Barbara County,” says
Jethro Acosta, owner of the local dive shop Blue-
water Hunter, who last saw Coleman just a few days
before the killings. “I’m sure he was busy. And of
course, after the whole Covid thing, he was probably
triple-busy, because every parent is like, ‘What am I
going to do with my kids? Oh, let’s call Matt.’ ”

T HERE’S NO FORMULA for a filicide, no al-
gorithm that leads a father to stab his
children to death. QAnon, the Illumi-
nati, lizard people — there are millions
who believe theories like these and

don’t commit crimes. By the time Coleman is said to
have abducted and killed his children, nearly a year
and a half into the Covid-19 pandemic, these ideas
were part of his world. Abby, for one, followed anti-
vaxxer groups on Facebook that post lies about the
danger of vaccines. A close
member of her family spread
the “Plandemic” video, which
falsely claims the coronavirus
outbreak was a political con-
spiracy, and stories claiming
that “Satan has found a home
in Dem party leadership.”

Coleman’s own posts look
ominous in retrospect, using
language borrowed from
QAnon’s “Great Awakening”
— the idea that Donald Trump
would make mass arrests of
child abusers and usher in
a new era — to describe the
birth of his daughter last year.
“While waiting for her to come,
I kept feeling this sense that
she was going to be born at a very pivotal time in his-
tory, and that she would represent a dawn, or even
awakening, to years of great blessing for our fam-
ily and nation,” he wrote in an Instagram post since
taken down. For Coleman, these darker undercur-
rents that had apparently taken ahold of him weren’t
visible in his day-to-day life. Friends have tried to rec-
oncile the person they thought they knew with the
man on the nightly news, and still come up short, re-
lying on half-remembered stories to make sense of
the senseless. For his part, Coleman remains in fed-
eral custody, and his lawyer didn’t respond to ques-
tions sent by ROLLING STONE.

Still, Coleman is a case study in how enmeshed
QAnon has become into the fabric of American life
during the pandemic — and how it can be more insidi-
ous than other kinds of conspiracies. “QAnon is really
interesting because it serves as a master conspiracy-
theory belief into which lots of other beliefs can
feed,” says Philip Corlett, an associate professor at
Yale University’s Department of Psychology, and an
expert on paranoia and conspiracy theories. The con-
spiracy’s adherents easily incorporate related theo-
ries, like the anti-Semitic belief that elites are secret-

ly lizard people from space, or
that 9/11 was an inside job, be-
cause of how wide-ranging they
are, he says. It’s also spurred a
growing number of murders.

Earlier this year, one Kentucky woman allegedly
killed a man who was giving her legal advice, after
believing he had joined forces with the government in
a custody battle; in 2020, a Q-obsessed Staten Island
man was charged with killing a reputed Gambino-
family crime boss to reportedly “save the American
way of life.” And in a case that more closely resembles
Coleman’s, one California mother admitted to drown-
ing her three children because she felt powerless to
stop them from being sex-trafficking victims.

Part of what has made QAnon and other all-
encompassing conspiracies so hard to pin down is
that elements of them have long been widespread.
“Calling something a delusion versus a conspiracy
theory is a normative claim,” Corlett says. “You can
find people who have as many weird beliefs as pa-
tients with schizophrenia, and who endorse them
with a similar degree of conviction, but it’s very rare
to find a person who is deeply into conspiracy the-
ories who is as distressed by them as patients with
schizophrenia.”

In Santa Barbara, where evangelical Christians
make up a small but influential minority, QAnon has
been spreading among the faithful. “It’s everywhere,”

Pastor Harris says. But it’s not just a local
phenomenon. QAnon has had a hold on
white evangelical communities, in part be-
cause of its apocalyptic message, and the
focus on Trump as a messianic figure who
will usher in a new era, says Dr. Jason A.
Springs, a professor of religion at the Uni-
versity of Notre Dame. “QAnon is a con-
spiracy theory that really is, in its contours,
tailor-made to attract certain tendencies
in white evangelicalism,” he says. He also
believes the marriage between the Chris-
tian right and Republican politics — par-
ticularly the grievances about the shrink-
ing white, Christian population — made
it propulsive in the past few years: “The
fact that the QAnon conspiracy theories
and white evangelicalism are infused with
Republicanism, the fact that Donald Trump
is a Republican president — and he is so ex-
tremely brash and tries to fight against po-
litical norms of propriety — it just ramps up
the attraction.”

In the wake of the killings, there has
been a sense of reckoning, with pastors at
some of the more conservative churches
coming out in force against QAnon. “It’s
a betrayal of God’s goodness, and God’s
hope, and God’s hope for families,” Pastor
Tommy Schneider of the Calvary Chapel
Santa Barbara said in a sermon after Cole-
man was arrested.

But attitudes toward these conspiracy
theories — maybe because they are so en-
demic among evangelicals — were some-
times equivocal. “I’ve talked with people
about conspiracy theories and things like

that, but whether it’s a conspiracy theory or not, it’s
ultimately what somebody wants to believe, or be-
lieves to be true,” Harris said. “I have friends that are
conspiracy theorists of the military jets that fly over
with the chemtrails. That’s true to them. Whether
that’s true to me, it’s neither here nor there.”

C OLEMAN AWAITS TRIAL at an undis-
closed federal prison in Southern Cali-
fornia. As of publication, his only pub-
lic statements since his arrest have
been rote answers to a judge, affirm-

ing procedural questions about understanding the
charges against him, entering his plea. While he has
reportedly undergone a psychiatric exam, it’s not
clear if he will use insanity as a defense. If he does,
it would be a significant challenge for his legal team,
says Heather Cucolo, co-owner and partner at Mental
Disability Law and Policy Associates, and a New York
Law School professor. Standing in the way is the In-
sanity Defense Reform Act, a Reagan-era law that re-
stricted a federal insanity defense to those with “se-
vere” mental illness, after a jury found John Hinckley
Jr. not guilty of attempting to assassinate the pres-
ident by reason of insanity. “The purpose was to
make it significantly more difficult to get a verdict of
not guilty by reason of insanity,” Cucolo says.

The set of allegations in the court documents
“makes you think about the kind of [Cont. on 81 ]
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The Stuff of Nightmares
IT WAS JUST AFTER DAWN ON AUGUST
9TH, 2021, WHEN ROBERTO SALINAS
RAMIREZ (ABOVE) FOUND THE BODIES
OF ROXY AND KALEO NEAR HIS HOME
IN ROSARITO, MEXICO. HIS SON’S DOG
WAS BARKING AT SOMETHING SEVERAL
YARDS OUT: “I REALIZED IT WAS TWO
LITTLE CHILDREN.” RAMIREZ HAS SINCE
ERECTED A MEMORIAL (LEFT).
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T HERE ARE some takes
that don’t pass the test
of time. For centuries,

the human race believed that
the sun revolved around the
Earth. We all got over that.
People thought tomatoes
were fatal to eat, and leeches
were quality health care. And
when Radiohead released
Amnesiac in the spring of
2001, many fans thought it
was infinitely better than Kid
A. It rocked harder. Sharper
tunes. Wider range. The ulti-
mate one-two punch: Radio-
head made two space-rock
masterpieces at the same
sessions, and they saved the
best stuff for the sequel.

Over the years, the Kid A
legend just keeps growing:
Radiohead’s most iconic
classic. But Amnesiac has
become weirdly under-

ILLUSTRATION BY
Edward Kinsella III

RADIOHEAD’S
DYSTOPIC
CLASSIC

Radiohead
Kid A Mnesia
XL RECORDINGS

5

A deluxe edition
of ‘Kid A’ and
‘Amnesiac’ reminds
us why this is the
sound of our times
By ROB SHEFFIELD

Music
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rated, to the chagrin of die-hard Amnesiacs,
so it’s ripe for reappraisal. Radiohead revisit
these sessions in Kid A Mnesia, a stunning
collection making the case for both albums
as twin halves of the same statement. Kid A
Mnesia tells the whole insane story over three
discs, both original albums plus Kid Amnesiae,
a collection of outtakes, B sides, and unre-
leased experiments. It’s the sound of crazed
geniuses running wild in the studio, ready to
try anything. Result: two classics, with plenty
of brilliant music left over.

The premise was simple: wildly successful
rock stars decide to rip it up and start again,
trading their guitars for synthesizers they
don’t quite know how to play. Kid Amnesiae
has previously unheard gems like “If You Say
the Word,” which Jonny Greenwood dismissed
as “too tasteful.” “Follow Me Around” is a cult
favorite, a paranoid acoustic kiss-off that dates
back to the OK Computer sessions, with Thom
Yorke sneering, “See you on the way back
down.” It’s hard to imagine any other band
letting songs this great slip away.

“Pulk/Pull (True Love Waits Version)” is a
full-on electro-glitch version of the longtime
highlight — one of Radiohead’s most beloved
songs — though it didn’t get an official studio
release until they revived it in 2016 for A
Moon Shaped Pool. This is the one they should
have released at the time. There are retooled
versions of lost B sides, including “Fast
Track” and “Fog.” Kid Amnesiae has echoes
of the original albums — the “Motion Picture
Soundtrack” harp glissandos, the “How to Dis-
appear Completely” strings — like fragments
of a nightmare you can’t shake off.

The whole Kid A Mnesia project looked like
a commercial disaster waiting to happen.
But these albums were gigantic commercial
blockbusters — hell, you could go ahead and
call them pop hits. Kid A debuted at Number
One in October 2000, and it turned out to be
the right ice-age-coming soundtrack to the
dystopian endgame of Y2K, as the Supreme
Court blocked the state of Florida from count-
ing votes and awarded the presidency to the
guy who lost the election. It was the start of a
new century full of “This is really happening”
disasters. Kid A Mnesia isn’t just a monument
of Radiohead’s bravest, boldest music — it’s a
tribute to keeping the creative fires burning
even in the coldest of times.

R A D I O H E A D

A DAM GRANDUCIEL,
the main man behind
the War on Drugs, is a

decent songwriter, a passable
singer, and a good musician.
But what he and the band
really excel at are a kind of
indie-rock interior design: po-
litely anthemic middlebrow
guitar romanticism that drifts

and builds gorgeously, luxuri-
ating in cozy abstraction and
mutable emotion, expansive
yet homey, with every inch
of space giving off a warm,
clean, tastefully lived-in feel.
It’s a vibe that’s worked well
for the War on Drugs, whose
first LP in more than four
years is one of 2021’s most
anticipated rock releases.

defined the Reagan years
have eroded into a mass of
vague, happy memory, so the
neon-tinted elegy “Change”
suggests Don Henley’s “The
Boys of Summer” with
R.E.M.’s Peter Buck on guitar
and Bruce Hornsby on piano.
“I Don’t Wanna Wait” is even
more enticing, evoking Phil
Collins’ “In the Air Tonight,”
colored with ambient drones,
as if Brian Eno had produced
it, before morphing into
something like Bob Dylan, if
he’d tried to write a song that
ripped off John Waite or Lou
Gramm. And if you want to
hear what it’d sound like if
Bryan Adams had ever taken
a shot at Springsteen-style
working-class fatalism, “Old
Skin” has you covered.

As its title suggests, I Don’t
Live Here Anymore is a record
that often dwells on moving
on (and out) after the end of
a relationship. Granduciel
lays out that theme most
majestically on its title track.
The music suggests he might
have been thinking of
Kim Carnes’ “Bette Davis
Eyes,” or perhaps Def Lep-
pard’s “Hysteria,” and the
lyrics are a pastiche of Dylan
quotes; Granduciel sings
about being a “creature void
of form,” dancing “to Des-
olation Row.” Lyrically, the
album’s sentiments of change
and loss, “running and re-
turning,” and loose romantic
ends doomed to remain
untied are very Blood on the
Tracks — that is, if Dylan
had released that master-
piece in 1985, instead of 1975,
with Dave Stewart or Mutt
Lange producing.

As a songwriter, Grandu-
ciel can’t quite fill shoes that
big. But when he steps aside
and War on Drugs stretch out
— piling on acoustic filigree
and crisp leads on “Harmo-
nia’s Dream,” for instance, or
zoning out heroically during
the anxiety-shedding folk
rock of “Occasional Rain” —
they create a rare world of
bliss that’s a great place to
kill some time.

Granduciel’s holy trinity
is Dylan, Petty, and Spring-
steen (he named his first son
Bruce). On I Don’t Live Here
Anymore, he really goes all
in on his retro-rock fantasy,
with sparkling synths and
booming drums just as prom-
inent as autumnal jangle.
In his nostalgic utopia, the
commercial categories that

JUST SAY ‘MAYBE’ TO DRUGS
One of the biggest bands in indie rock goes
all in on a retro Eighties fantasy By JON DOLAN

The War on Drugs
I Don’t Live Here
Anymore
Atlantic

#

Classic | Excellent | Good | Fair | Poor RATINGS ARE SUPERVISED BY THE EDITORS OF ROLLING STONE.

Remi Wolf’s California Pop Sunshine
IN 2014, Remi Francis Wolf was a 17-year-old contestant on American Idol. The Los Angeles
native didn’t win, and maybe that’s a good thing, because in the intervening years she’s

discovered her own freewheeling pop voice. Wolf’s LP Juno is one of this year’s coolest
debuts, a fun, brash mix of disco, rap, and avant-bubblegum that can suggest a wry Gen Z

version of Beck’s Odelay. Wolf dubs herself a “sexy villain,” brags about holding it down at the
liquor store, and compares her “family dynamics” to the Red Hot Chili Peppers, radiating joy in

time in history when admitting it’s all right to feel good is a bold move. JON DOLAN

BREAKING
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Haunted
by the
Ghosts of
TV’s Past
In the streaming era, an
army of undead series finds
new life in revivals — even
ones that don’t deserve it
By ALAN SEPINWALL

REBOOTS

TV

THE NEVER-
ENDING
STORIES
Clockwise
from top:
Michael C. Hall
of Dexter;
Cristin Milioti
and Josh
Radnor of How
I Met Your
Mother; Emilia
Clarke and
Kit Harington
of Game of
Thrones.

ILLUSTRATION BY Nazario Graziano

T HEY MADE DEXTER into a lumberjack.
They burned down the Iron Throne.
They killed off the Mother. And these
people want second chances?

In the age of 500-plus scripted series per
year, networks and streamers have gravitated
toward familiar titles for a variety of remakes,
revivals, and spinoffs that have a better chance
of grabbing the attention of choice-fatigued
viewers. As Theon Greyjoy’s people liked to
say on Game of Thrones, what is dead may
never die. Which means that no TV show from
the past — Thrones included — is ever truly
dead, so long as the rights holders are willing
to bring it back in some form.

Occasionally, this has worked to spectacular
effect, like the wonderful Deadwood movie, or
the aggressively confounding Twin Peaks: The
Return. Mostly, though, the boom in undead
television of the past half-decade has proved
how delicately balanced the ingredients tend
to be on even the most beloved shows ever
made. Tweak one element — say, new Arrested
Development episodes where the Bluths barely
interact with one another — and suddenly
none of it works.

TV-reboot fever has been so prevalent the
past few years that no title in redevelopment
should ever feel surprising. (For a hot minute,
NBC was hard at work on a Coach revival that
nobody asked for.) Yet the November 7th
arrival on Showtime of a Dexter sequel, called
Dexter: New Blood, nonetheless qualifies. It
was one thing when we kept seeing the return
of beloved shows, and/or ones that ended too

soon the first time. But Dexter had one of the
most universally loathed series finales ever,
one that seemingly sucked away any last
bit of thirst fans would have had for further
adventures of their favorite blood-spatter
expert turned serial killer turned lumberjack.
And it’s not like the seasons leading up to
that stultifying finale were great television,
either, as Dexter proved an unfortunate ex-
ample of a show with a high-concept premise
extended long past the point of diminish-
ing returns. Was there really demand for
post-lumberjack Dexter Morgan tales? Even
with the return of Michael C. Hall, and with
New Blood being run by Clyde Phillips, the
producer responsible for the good (if flawed)
early seasons of the show, too much damage
has been done to Dexter as both a character
and a brand for this to make any sense.

Dexter is not the only show with a despised
finale that someone is hoping you’ve forgot-
ten all about. Hulu is hard at work on How
I Met Your Father, which is not technically a
continuation of How I Met Your Mother, but
shares some of the same producers who
enraged many of their viewers by killing their

title character in the Mother finale. And next
year, HBO will premiere House of the Dragon,
a Game of Thrones prequel series coming
while fans are still reckoning with Thrones’
low-energy finale.

Endings in television are hard. We’ve
already seen a bunch of revivals, like Will &
Grace, Mad About You, and Roseanne (now
known as The Conners), which had to write
around messy finales that made follow-up
stories too complicated to tell. But there are
disappointing endings, and there are endings
that salt the earth of any desire to see another
second of these properties. There is remark-
able hubris involved here — particularly with
Dexter, which is a direct continuation. But
even House of the Dragon, set hundreds of
years before Thrones (and with a different
creative team), is likely to be greeted with
suspicion rather than the joy HBO might have
expected around a return to Westeros. These
shows were once beloved because they offered
something new. Maybe today’s creators should
take a tip from Thrones’ Red Wedding — some-
times even the bloodiest endings are perfect
for delivering a fresh start.
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TO FATHER, WITH LOVE
Will Smith gives us a first-rate dad in this biopic of the man
who helped turn Venus and Serena Williams into champions

King Richard
STARRING Will Smith

Saniyya Sidney
Demi Singleton

Aunjanue Ellis
Jon Bernthal

DIRECTED BY Reinaldo
Marcus Green

Green (left)
runs Smith
through
some plays.

K .  A U ST I N  C O L L I N S

of being just north of nutty.
The movie-humble kookiness
of Smith’s performance, in
line with the relatable Will we
met in films like The Pursuit
of Happyness, heightens the
implausibility of it all. As
he’s told time after time, the
man’s professional aspira-
tions for Venus and Serena
are ambitious to the point of
stubbornness. You don’t have
to be from Compton for the
dream of winning Wimbledon
to feel like a long shot. But if
you are from Compton, the
movie says . . .

Still, Williams is quite the
personality, running his life
like a one-man PR firm and
management team, exercis-
ing care and control over his
daughters’ lives that stand in
stark contrast to the gotta-win
white parents on every side.
The media had a way of
rendering him into a circus
freak, what with his off-color
(some would say candid) re-
marks about race and money,
and his brash decisions to
flout the traditional path to
tennis stardom. To those who
doubted him, Williams was a
huckster. King Richard almost
transforms him into a saint.

The admirably sincere
movie is at its weakest in al-
lowing Smith to play him like
a saint, even as the screenplay
brings him down to size when
it counts. Better is Smith as
Richard the Unpredictable,
the Overbearing, the Goofy.
The Richard who makes his
family watch Cinderella to
quiz them on its life lessons,
the Richard who preaches hu-
mility yet fails to practice it.
The Richard whose life avails
us of a movie hero too robust
for a feel-good, old-fashioned
I-laughed-I-cried kind of film.

But that’s what King Rich-
ard is — and it’s good at being
what it is. It’s generous with
its character complexity in
ways that actors, to say noth-
ing of the Oscar voters eager
to reward their work, can’t
resist. The movie’s brightest
idea is that, flawed or not,
Richard does what he does
on behalf of the young Black
women he’s raising. Yes, it
says, these women are once-
in-a-lifetime athletes. But who
are we, if not products of the
sacrifices — or lack thereof —
of our parents?

his father. It’s why he does
everything for his family —
and, by implication, of how
his daughters came to be the
phenomenon that they are.

Directed by Reinaldo
Marcus Green, King Richard is
set in the early Nineties — the
Rodney King beating is on
TV — when Venus (Saniyya
Sidney), Serena (Demi Single-
ton), and their three sisters
are still youngsters. Richard
(Will Smith) works as a night
guard; his wife, Brandy
(Aunjanue Ellis), is a nurse.
During the day, he hustles to
find coaches to take a chance
on these young women. It
becomes a joke to see white
men, specifically the likes of
Paul Cohen (Tony Goldwyn)
and Rick Macci ( Jon Bern-
thal), riding up into Compton,
getting a taste of how the
other side lives. But it’s a joke
that comes with an asterisk.
When drive-by shootings
become a trope on the way
to other peoples’ Horatio

Algeresque success stories,
something is amiss. 

The real irony is that the
movie’s depictions of the
white spaces that the family
learns to navigate feel more
vital and detailed. Stereotypes
are given a twinge of satire,
notably in scenes of Venus’
white competitors storming
off the courts like entitled
brats. The country clubs
with their pools and high-
end burgers, the hoity-toity

tennis camps, the home the
Williams’ are given to live in
while training: All of it stands
in for the whiteness of the
entire sport and the ease with
which money becomes an
expectation. They don’t seem
to stand a chance. Except we
know how this story ends.

Despite its well-worn tri-
umphant arc, King Richard is
good at giving credence to the
idea of Williams as dedicated
to his daughters to the pointR ICHARD WILLIAMS

— tennis coach,
father of Venus and

Serena Williams, and a noted
celebri-dad in his own right
— grew up in Shreveport,
Louisiana, in the mid-20th
century. His 2014 memoir,
Black and White: The Way I See
It, is full of stories: hiring loi-
terers to drive customers to
his family’s produce garden,
dressing up in a Klan uniform
as a kid, seeing his best friend
lynched. The one story we
hear him tell about his past
in King Richard, however, is
about how he felt like he’d
been left to the wolves by
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Smith sets
down ground

rules for the
Williams sisters'

superstardom.



MADONNA: All the weight I gained
in Puglia, I’m losing right now. So, what I want to talk
about next — we’ve been living for the past year and
a half in this strange isolation, like a limbo. There’s
been time for writing and introspection. How’s it
been for you?

MALUMA: I had the chance to write my new album,
Papi Juancho. For the first time in eight years, I stayed
for months in Colombia, in Medellín, with my mom.
I have this beautiful house, I never enjoyed it before.
I built it, and then I started just touring, and then
the pandemic happened. So, for me, I was forced to
go back to Medellín. I had my studio over there, so
I started writing songs and not thinking that we had
to do a commercial album. We didn’t know what was
going to happen, so we were just there, writing new
songs, and I did the album, Papi Juancho. Then, I did
the song “Hawái,” which is the biggest song in my ca-
reer. It was a productive moment, and I enjoyed it a
lot, to be honest. I know there’s a lot of people that
had a bad moment—

MADONNA: Yeah. Didn’t have the luxury that we
had, to continue to be free.

MALUMA: Exactly. Thank God I had my house
there, I had my garden where I could walk.

MADONNA: On the subject of Papi Juancho, that’s
the name of your tour. Are you excited?

MALUMA: Yeah, I’m superexcited and nervous.
MADONNA: I’m jealous. I’ve missed performing.
MALUMA: Why don’t you come perform “Medellín”?
MADONNA: That’s one song!
MALUMA: Well, you can stay.
MADONNA: [Laughs.] I’ll just be a backup dancer!
MALUMA: I’ll be there, like a fan, watching you sing.

It’ll be your show, not mine.
MADONNA: I feel like a lot of people are looking for-

ward to it. It’s like being shot out of a cannon. And I
think people are really longing for live performance.

MALUMA: We need it, too. I remember that I went
to one of your shows here in New York when you
were doing Madame X, and I saw how happy you
were there onstage. Right now, I’m like, I need that
energy. I’m nervous, but that’s good. It’s like a good
adrenaline that I’m feeling in my body.

MADONNA: Nervous is good. It means you care.
MALUMA: For real, I want to hug [the audience]. It’s

been a long time — almost two years since I did the
last show. It’s going to be beautiful. You’re more than
invited . . .don’t say you’re jealous. We can do a tour
together. That would be nice.

MADONNA: I’m going to make you rehearse a lot!
MALUMA: Remember when we were rehearsing for

the Billboard [Music] Awards? Oh, my God. That was
beautiful. But I remember getting home at 2 a.m. and
I was like, “Oh shit, I’ve never rehearsed like this in
my life.”

MADONNA: I started as a dancer, and that’s in-
formed my way of being onstage and my way of using
space. That’s why I can work those long hours and
keep going. Dancers are a breed of their own. We
punish ourselves and we push through the pain.
Even if we’re injured, we don’t care.

MALUMA: I used to play soccer. I quit when I was 16
years old, and I started making my career, but I still
have that discipline. I just try to be balanced, not too
hard on myself. I don’t like to punish myself.

MADONNA: You’re not like me.
MALUMA: No. Once I want to have fun, I just do it.

I remember when I was playing soccer, I was playing

soccer for three hours every day. Well, you know, be-
cause David, your son, he plays soccer!

MADONNA: Yeah. It’s a beautiful sport.
MALUMA: I love it, and I owe everything to soccer,

my mentality and my dedication. But now I feel like I
know how to balance it a little bit better.

MADONNA: You should have a soccer moment in
your show, like when you dribble the ball.

MALUMA: That would be nice. You guys heard that?
MADONNA: I knew we were going to do a scene

[with horses] at the end of “Medellín,” and there are
amazing horses in Portugal, as you know. I was like,
“Oh, God, what am I going to do with Maluma? He’s
probably never been on a horse before!” Then you
got on a stallion and galloped away.

MALUMA: It was funny, because it was an Arabic
stallion that I rode. That’s one of the most difficult
horses to ride. And Madonna, that’s the way she is,
she was like, “Oh, go ride that stallion, that super-
aggressive horse. You can do it.”

MADONNA: Yeah, but I was wearing a bridal gown.
MALUMA: So I was like, “Fuck it, let’s go.” And then

I had fun. But then, actually, I came down from the
horse, and I was like, “Can you bring a Lusitano
horse?” Because I have Lusitano horses in Colom-
bia. They have a lot of adrenaline, but they’re easier
to control. I miss them every time I go on tour. I
have to say it. I have my beautiful horse named Her-
cules. He’s a black, beautiful, big stallion, and he’s
one of the loves of my life. I take care of them like
my children.

Madonna, Lisbon was a big influence on your last
album, and Maluma, you released a tribute to the
music of Jamaica this year. What role does travel play
in inspiring you?

MADONNA: Traveling is such an important part of
growing if you’re an artist, to discover music from
around the world. I had no intention of making my
last record when I moved to Lisbon. In fact, I was
miserable when I moved to Lisbon. I was like, “I’m
making this sacrifice for my son so he can play soc-
cer. What am I going to do? I don’t know anybody.”
And then I ended up meeting the most amazing mu-
sicians. Portugal is a melting pot of so many African
immigrants from Angola and Guinea-Bissau. But like,
even for my birthday, we went to southern Italy and
listened to the music from that region. I end up work-
ing with people every time I go somewhere. I was in
Biarritz for a birthday some years ago, and I ran into
this group of singers who sing in Basque, in those
semi-tones. They sound like monks when they sing.
They’re called Kalakan, and I ended up going on tour
with them. When I was in Portugal, a lot of those mu-
sicians ended up going on tour with me.

MALUMA: It’s the same for me. That’s why I decided
to go to Jamaica: I wanted to do this album called 7
Days in Jamaica, because it was one of my biggest
inspirations — dancehall, reggae, and reggaeton. I
wanted to go there and feel the spirit of Bob Marley.
I got there and I had the opportunity to work with
Ziggy Marley, one of his sons, and for me it was ev-
erything. Just going there and having this experience
made my life more beautiful. Even the slang they use
there is special.

MADONNA: Did you stay in Kingston?
MALUMA: Yeah, and also Ocho Rios. I’m planning

on doing my next album with different African art-
ists. I feel that’s the future in urban music and Latin
American music. That’s the next step for me. I’m
going to keep traveling. I’m pretty sure I haven’t
traveled the way Madonna did.

MADONNA: You will in 30 years.

M A D O N N A  &  M A L U M A
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to my allergies, like, “My kid needs
me to not eat things I’m allergic to.” Even things like
that, so everything is different.

KEYS: It’s definitely different. I remember for
me, too, it was just like I found my power. I didn’t
have the strength to tell people no by myself be-
cause I wasn’t important enough to myself, but that
baby was important enough to me that I found my
power. I know what you mean about being more
considerate. I used to burn the studio down to the
ground. I would be digging for the thing until I was
on the floor. I couldn’t figure it out, and it would be
seven in the morning and I’m finally going home.
Now, I’m at a place where I’m just like, “OK, it’s not
happening.”

KEHLANI: Go to bed.
KEYS: Leave!
KEHLANI: I love when you finally get to that point.

It’s the best, like, “You know what? . . .”
KEYS: It’s not my day today.
KEHLANI: I’m going to sleep. Exactly.
KEYS: And that changed everything, too, because it

actually allowed there to be more space. And I didn’t
realize that space gave you more—

KEHLANI: Inspiration.
KEYS: Here you are, thinking you got to . . .
KEHLANI: You can’t create if nothing’s happening.
KEYS: You know?
KEHLANI: I’m the same way. If I’m trying to put my-

self in the studio every single day, I’m seeing four
walls, for 12, 13, 14 hours a day, and then I’d go home
and see my four walls and my bed. What, am I going
to write music about the four walls? Am I going to
write music about my bed? The lights in the studio?
What am I experiencing to allow me to bring any-
thing in? And at least if I’m home and I’m resting
during the day, it’s not my dark room at nighttime be-
cause that’s the time I get home, so I feel it.

I think motherhood influenced my writing — you
write about love from different emotions. You can
write about love from anguish or impatience or grat-
itude or lack of it. But all of the things you gain when
you become a parent influence how you view love. I
write love songs. I don’t say I write more things than
that, I don’t even fight it anymore.

KEYS: Right, like it is what it is.
KEHLANI: I make music about love. It’s the most

universal thing. It’ll never go away. You’ll never get
tired of it. People will experience it until the Earth ex-
plodes. So obviously my baby gave me patience and
a backbone and all these things.

KEYS: That’s what I’m talking about!
KEHLANI: So then I’m experiencing relationships,

and I’m hella patient now and I have a backbone,
and then the songs aren’t these like “Pick me, I’m
dying without you” songs because it all goes back to
how my kid made me. I think parenthood transforms
emotion in general, and emotion is direct creation.

KEYS: Yeah, man, I feel you. I love that backbone.
That’s really it.

KEHLANI: What? I was spineless [laughs].
KEYS: It’s like that. It really is like that.
KEHLANI: It happens. We made it out. We free.
KEYS: How does [preparing to release new music]

feel?
KEHLANI: I guess I just be nervous, but I had to also

stop psyching myself out. I try to look from this big
bird’s-eye view of like, “Well, I’m probably going to
drop like five more albums. I’m going to have this ex-

perience a bunch of more times, don’t freak out, be
like water, let it come out. Let people think whatever
they think.” I try to always come back to the emotion
that I felt when I was creating it.

KEYS: So do you think that the thing that makes
you nervous is the judgment? Like just honestly,
because it has to be, right? All of us, everyone gets
scared of being judged in a way that you don’t—

KEHLANI: I don’t even think it’s judgment. It’s re-
ceiving. It’s like — you know how we’re sitting here
and you told me your favorite thing about me is me?

KEYS: Right.
KEHLANI: You can receive me, you can see me. I

sometimes have a hard time feeling like people don’t
receive me. You can feel how you feel about whatev-
er comes out on the surface with music, creativity, in-
terviews I might’ve done. But, like, being perceived
or received as a whole, really it’s seeing my heart. So
I feel like if I’m putting out this thing that’s coming
from my heart, and I feel like you can’t receive my
heart in it, that makes me nervous. You’ll hear it, and
you’ll think this is another song. I’m like, “Did you lis-
ten to the lyrics?”

KEYS: “Did you hear what I was saying?”
KEHLANI: “Did you hear what it meant? Could you

understand?” I go through those processes. So it isn’t
even judgment because I don’t care if you liked the
song or not. Somebody is going to like the song, and
I’m really glad they do. And I love this song, but can
you feel me?

KEYS: You described that beautifully. You can get
used to picking up other people’s energy because ev-
erybody has skin in the game. They have something
they’re to gain or lose from your shit. And so I think
I used to pick up their energy so much that I would
start to make it my own thoughts when it wasn’t real-
ly mine — I inherited them.

So that’s something that I learned over time, to
be really cautious and aware about what your feel-
ings are. Because a lot of times you’re just regurgitat-
ing what someone else is feeling. I think that’s quite
tricky, especially in this world where there’s so many
opinions attached before you even — you share your
music with your inner crew, and they’re going to
have their vibes on it.

KEHLANI: “This the best song you ever made.” Then
you’re like, “Is it? Fuck.”

KEYS: Or they might be like, “I mean, ‘Nah, I like
it, but . . .’ and then you got to feel how that feels, too.
And again, back to that thing about what you’re say-
ing — I love it, I have a vision for it, and I’m going to
own it. And so I think that’s the place where I am
now. . . . I’ve given up a lot of this idea of wanting
people to approve of me, and that feels much better.

KEHLANI: Give me a couple of years [laughs].
KEYS: You on your way, you close.
KEHLANI: I’m a lot closer than I was a year ago.
KEYS: You’re close. Honestly, I know what you

mean because a lot of people would tell me, too, like,
“Man, Alicia, sometimes you share that you didn’t
have a strong sense of yourself, but you always came
off so strong.” Like, “What do you mean, ‘You always
were so strong?’ ”

And, I think, that’s what happens with strong
people. I think it’s those people that come off real-
ly strong and together that oftentimes need the most
checking in on.

KEHLANI: Because usually they’re holding it down
for a lot of other people.

KEYS: Yeah, I understand. I can already tell that
you’re definitely in that space. You’re good, super-
good.

A L I C I A  K E Y S  &  K E H L A N I
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thoughts about that. How do you
think that pop punk and rock can inspire this gen-
eration through these difficult times and moments?

BARKER: Some pop music is really good. There’s
a bunch of rap music that’s really, really good. But
rock — and pop punk especially — has more feeling
in a way. It’s emotional music. It’s super-honest. One
of the artists I work with, Jxdn, all he listened to was
rap music. Going into him making his own music, I
was like, “I grew up on rap music, too.” But he said
he was always looking for something else in songs
that he could relate to — whether that was being lone-
ly or being heartbroken. And I feel like that’s where
pop punk found him.

WILLOW: Totally. Through those dark times and
through that pain, I feel like music — specifically rock
and pop punk, for me — just hits me in that place of,
like, full and utter expression with no filter. Some-
times you need to let out that anger and sadness that
you feel for the world, for yourself, and for everything
that’s going on, so that you can be like, “OK, cool. I
got all of that out. Now, let me try to make a change.”

BARKER: I mean, it’s exciting that rock music’s
back. And, in my opinion, there’s no other strong,
talented female that plays guitar that’s in this genre
of music or one that comes close to it. I love that you
shaved your head.

WILLOW: Honestly performing with a shaved head
is the freest feeling.

BARKER: I agree.
WILLOW: I feel like we’re going into a new era. This

generation is just blurring so many lines and really
starting to break out of all the boxes. That’s so beau-
tiful. In order for the music industry and for music
to evolve, humans have to evolve in the way that we
hear it and what we value. Just as you said, rock is
back. A lot more people are starting to gravitate to-
ward artists who write and play their own music,
who really play instruments and work hard on their
craft. That’s exciting. And I’m just so grateful for peo-
ple like you. Even you calling me and saying, “Hey, I
really think you would sound great on this MGK rec-
ord.” Honestly, to be a Black woman and be able to
come on that song and write my verse with my out-
look on life — just being able to be authentically me
on that song — those are the kinds of things that are
going to make more people feel seen. And that’s the
most beautiful part of music.

BARKER: On “Emo Prom,” you shine. Obviously you
remember, but when we first sent it to you we were
like, “Yeah, we even have a verse written.” And your
verse was insane compared to ours. It’s high risk,
high reward with what you’re doing — or even what
we’re doing. When we made Tickets to My Downfall
and we brought it to Interscope, they thought we
were crazy. They were like, “This is live music. This
is guitars. It’s drums. This music is not popular.” And
we were like, “No, this is the body of work that we
made that we’re really proud of. This is what we’re
doing, and we’re sticking to it.”

You making the music you make, and being this
strong female who’s fucking talented, writes her own
music, and produces her own music says so much in
a time that I think we’re just getting out of — when a
lot of music meant nothing or had no message. It’s
amazing what you’re doing, Willow. I swear there’s
nothing I’ve made or I’ve been a part of since “Trans-
parent Soul” that sounds like you — you’re meant to
be on it.

W I L L O W  &  T R AV I S  B A R K E R

at the time where there weren’t so
many artists popping. Now it’s a gang of them, and
everybody’s working together more. And that’s what
I love about it.

Gunna, what makes you a Luda fan?
GUNNA: I already knew he was a Southside legend.

He came in letting you know where he came from.
I stand on that — never forgetting. That’s why I do a
[charitable] giveback every year for my side. When I
was in school, I remember him coming back to the
Southside. I took heed into that: “OK, that’s what you
do when you get your money.” Then . . . just hits. Like
he really could rap. He been giving you bar-for-bar-
for-bar-for-bar. [Then] you went on then to acting,
like, “Oh, hold on, he can’t be stopped.”

LUDACRIS: I love that, man. I can honestly say I ad-
mire him right back. Not only for the artist that he
is, creating his own sound, but a lot of the reason
I would do Luda Day Weekend [his annual philan-
thropic celebrity blowout in Atlanta] is because you
want everyone to pay it forward — meaning if you
out there giving somebody your heart and soul, you
just want them to realize they want to make that type
of emotional connection with somebody else. And
that’s exactly what he did. So if the testament of me
doing Luda Day Weekend was Gunna coming for four
years in a row and giving back to his specific commu-
nity, then my job has been rightfully done.

Gunna, you had mentioned admiring Luda’s work in
Hollywood. What does it mean to you?

GUNNA: It’s giving movie star. When he first just
jumped off Fast and Furious, I was like, “You gone.”
When you started doing real-deal movies and you
hard in it, like you don’t look corny in it, like these
folks didn’t just put a costume on you, we really felt
it. When you said the other day, “What you going to
do with this acting?” I’m like, boy, I’m really tapping
in, taking it serious. I ain’t really trying to just real-
ly act. Can’t say the role. You got to just be the role.

LUDACRIS: You got to do what you love, man. And
for me, it’s just like no matter where I’m at in life, I’m
always using that as a stepping stone to where I want
to go next. . . . Acting came from that because they saw
my videos — John Singleton, may he rest in peace.

GUNNA: Video[s] lit.
LUDACRIS: He was just like, “Man, this dude is a

character. I would love to try and put him in a movie
and see if he can act.” So we do that. Next thing

G U N N A  &  L U DAC R I S you know, if I’m acting, I’m like looking behind the
scenes — got into producing television, hosting televi-
sion. And then from there, I’m like, “Oh, man, I won-
der who created this? Like, how does this start? How
do you create something from scratch?”

GUNNA: Where the root at? Give me the root.
LUDACRIS: Yeah. It’s about becoming a creator, so

it’s just like every single time, no matter where I’m at,
I’m always looking at what’s next. . . . What was your
favorite collaboration of all the artists you’ve done?
And you can’t say no YSL members.

GUNNA: I would say Mariah Carey and Usher. Be-
cause they legends, and then like how it happened.
Like, I didn’t even think Mariah Carey even knew a
player. Then Usher, Zay[toven] made that happen.
Usher, like, I met him and we vibed. A real player,
just like you, giving me game. When was the turn that
you knew, like, “I made it. I’m on”?

LUDACRIS: There were two instances. I was still
working at this radio station.

GUNNA: Lova Lova [part of Luda’s radio DJ name].
LUDACRIS: When I put out “What’s Your Fantasy,”

I was still working there. I was on a radio station at
night. This was that point, that fork in the road where
it’s time to go one way or go the other. If it wasn’t
for Greg Street, I probably wouldn’t even be sitting
here. At the time, he was my competitor. So it was
me at 6 to 10 at night on one station, and he’s 6 to 10
on the other station. Somebody texted me and said,
“Greg Street is playing your record.” Do you know
how crazy that is? As a disc jockey, as an on-air per-
sonality, you not supposed to do that.

GUNNA: Of course not.
LUDACRIS: So when you ask me the moment I

knew I made it, I’m sure that wasn’t necessarily Greg
Street’s choice to play the record, but I feel like he
didn’t have any other choice but to because that’s
how potent [it was].

GUNNA: Shout-out Greg, for not being a hater and
playing his song.

LUDACRIS: Probably about a week later, I signed my
Def Jam contract at the radio station, while I was on
air, and I had to go tell them I put my two weeks in. I
was like, “I love you all. It’s been a great ride.”

GUNNA: That’s a hell of a story.
LUDACRIS: And then the video came out right after

that. It’s a true story, bro. I wanted there to be no
gaps in any paychecks that I would’ve received. Let’s
put it this way . . . it was a smooth transition to bigger
and bigger checks.

[Cont. from 46]

CL: I didn’t get to grow up with my
sister because, like I told you, the K-pop system
is . . . You’re very guarded, and you have to be com-
mitted to that fully. I didn’t really get to grow up with
her after my teenage years. After she graduated col-
lege, I was like, “OK, let’s just go on tour together.
Come live with me and travel with me,” because I
wanted her to have that experience. It’s hard to keep
the balance because . . . it’s also from the system, but
I’m not too open about my personal life to the world.
Maybe that’s something I need to do to grow up.

AIKO: When I was younger, I was a lot more open,
telling all of my business all of the time. As I’ve got-
ten older, there’s some things that are sacred, and
everyone doesn’t need to know everything all of the
time. That’s been helping me preserve energy for my-
self, and for my family, for my friends, protecting us

against that unnecessary energy of judgment. We all
have stories, and we all have things that someone is
going to judge us for. Everyone doesn’t need to know
everything all the time.

CL: More than ever, a lot of people are experienc-
ing. . . go, go, go, and overwork, which I have done
for years. And when I stopped, I didn’t know what to
do. I think that was another thing, just to have that
routine and making sure that you take 10 minutes of
your life every day. . . just for yourself, whatever heals
you or comforts you.

AIKO: There’s a lesson in all of that. The fact that
you were aware, and you were able to even say, “Oh,
OK, I need to get back in harmony and find the bal-
ance” — because some people will just keep going
and going and going, or they’ll just be off-balance for
so long that that becomes their normal. I personally
cannot function when I’m not balanced. It gets very
chaotic. And I deserve the peace.

C L  &  J H E N É  A I KO

[Cont. from 53]
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[Cont. from 71] classic mentally ill parent who kills
their child,” says Dr. Ziv Cohen, a forensic psychol-
ogist who has focused on conspiracy theories. “But
it’s also possible he does not have a severe mental ill-
ness, and he just became so wrapped up in conspira-
torial thinking that he appeared like a psychotic per-
son, but he wasn’t. He was really just wrapped up in
conspiratorial beliefs and acted on that.”

Working against Coleman is an apparent admission
in the federal complaint. “They asked him straight
out, ‘Did you know what you did was wrong?’ He said
yes,” Cucolo says. “It would seem that the cards are
stacked against him.”

Even with his admission, however, there are still
outstanding questions about what actually happened
on the Mexican ranch that night. Ramirez, the man
who found the bodies, says he called 911 around
7:30 that morning, and told authorities that he’d
found two American children — he knew because
they were so blond. Roxy and Kaleo had bruising
on their faces, he says, and each had a single stab
wound in their backs about “this size” — making a
circle with his forefinger and thumb — the diame-
ter of a bloody stake he found nearby, torn from the
barbed-wire fence.

Official reports from Mexican and U.S. officials
not only contradict each other, but also Ramirez’s
account. According to the attorney general of Baja
California in Mexico, Roxy was stabbed 12 times in
the chest, while Kaleo was stabbed 17 times. The
FBI doesn’t enumerate the stab wounds, but says
that Coleman admitted to “using a spear-fishing gun,
piercing [Roxy] in the heart.” The complaint is also
unclear on whether Coleman used the same method
to kill his son, but says that he “described that he had
to move the spear around [to kill Kaleo], thereby cut-
ting his hand in the process.” Ramirez also believes
they were naked when they were killed, and says he
was told later by Mexican authorities that the clothes
didn’t have blood on them — contradicting the FBI
complaint saying that Coleman admitted to throw-
ing away “bloody clothes.”

It’s also unclear what happened the night of the
alleged abduction. According to the complaint, after
Coleman took the two kids in his Mercedes Sprinter

van on August 7th, Abby called 911 to say she was
concerned he’d left for an unknown destination with-
out a car seat for their youngest, and wasn’t answer-
ing texts — but said that she wasn’t worried about
their safety. (In another apparent contradiction, a
surveillance still from the hotel where they stayed
shows Coleman holding a car seat that appears to be
too small for Kaleo.) Neighbors tell me they didn’t
hear any fighting or anything else unusual that night,
and Abby said as much during the call with police.
The next day, she followed up with the Santa Barbara
Police Department and an officer came to her home,
where they used the Find My iPhone app to locate
his last known location — a mall in Rosarito, Mexico.
The SBPD won’t release the recording of the 911 call,
or even the time or location of the calls, citing the on-
going investigation. The DOJ refused to answer ques-
tions about the case. Abby, for her part, didn’t return
a request for comment. Her family has since raised
more than $113,000 in a GoFundMe drive.

After the news about Coleman’s arrest first broke,
many of the largest right-wing news outlets have
opted not to cover the case, or downplayed Cole-
man’s belief in QAnon. While the conspiracy’s die-
hards tend to incorporate contravening facts as proof
of their beliefs, the blackout is also a missed oppor-
tunity for a larger reevaluation of the QAnon move-
ment. “So long as Trumpism is there to fuel it, and
there are people benefiting from this politically and
religiously, I don’t think we’re close to the end,”
Springs says. “Insofar as white evangelicals hope to
deal with this, they need to come to terms with some
of the tendencies that have made this affinity and con-
nection between evangelicalism and the QAnon con-
spiracy so fruitful.”

Ramirez says he couldn’t sleep for two weeks after
he found the bodies. He’s since put up crosses in the
ground where he found Roxy and Kaleo, their names
written in black marker, and is finally able to sleep.
He’s planning on laying cement over the area to create
a permanent memorial, in case the family ever wants
to see the site, though only reporters and authorities
have visited.

“It was the saddest day of my life,” he says of find-
ing the children’s bodies. “That bastard. Why didn’t
he just leave them with me? I would have taken them.
Even if they were just naked, I would have taken
them, without anything.”
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ties did, which was embracing free-
dom, getting out of government control and societal
control,” McLaughlin says. “He’s told us repeatedly,
‘This is like what we did.’ ”

All of this has left fans grappling with the legacy
of a musician who is potentially putting people’s
lives at risk. “I don’t get it — I always thought he was
a liberal,” says one music-industry veteran who has
worked with Clapton over the years. “I’ve met him a
number of times, and he’s quite the gentleman, ma-
ture and well-spoken and measured. So I’m shocked
by it. Most of his audience is shocked by it. I won’t
see him [in concert] anymore. That’s it. How could
anyone care about your fans and be an anti-vaxxer?
He’s in the live-entertainment business.”

How do we reconcile some of his views with his
music? Is it still possible to enjoy his lasting achieve-
ments — the desperate passion of Layla and Other
Assorted Love Songs, the relaxed grooves of 461 Ocean
Boulevard, the dramatic makeover of Robert John-
son’s “Crossroads” with Cream — without thinking
twice? At WPLR, a leading classic-rock station in Con-
necticut, Chaz, a morning-show DJ who declines to
use his real name, says Clapton is “a Mount Rush-
more figure.” But the DJ is wrestling with a former
hero’s disorienting statements. “He’s brought a lot
of happiness into the world with his music,” says
Chaz. “If I’m at a family dinner and Grandpa is say-
ing something I completely disagree with, I’ll ignore
it and say ‘Pass the mash potatoes.’ That’s the way
I’m feeling this.”

Of the 12,000 or so people who began streaming
into the Dickies Arena in Fort Worth, Texas, on Sep-
tember 13th, the first date of Clapton’s fall American
tour, it was that kind of meal. “You’re getting politi-
cal, and that’s not a question I feel comfortable with
answering,” snapped one concertgoer when asked
about Clapton’s views. At the time, Tarrant County,
home to Fort Worth, had the second-highest tally of
Covid cases in Texas since the start of the pandemic
— 307,000 in a state with 3 million cases. But at the
venue, masks were only “strongly recommended,”
and few wore them inside. The Clapton fans there
were in support of him or didn’t want to discuss it.
“I don’t think he’s really making a political stance,”
says David Hayner of Granbury, Texas, attending
his first Clapton concert. “He’s speaking out about
health and safety, and he’s using the platform he’s
been given. It doesn’t bother me at all.” (Says Fink,
“It’s a dangerous thing for all those people. And I feel
bad for all the people who are going to get sick.” As of
this writing, no illnesses connected to the tour have
been reported.)

“Somebody said, ‘Have you seen what Eric said?’ ”
says Guy. “When somebody’s as famous as he is,
and when they speak, people listen. Whatever you
or me might think is wrong, the rest of those peo-
ple who’ve been supporting him all these years may
think he’s right.”

Throughout the two-week tour, Clapton never
performed his anti-lockdown songs. He stuck with
the classics — “I Shot the Sheriff,” the unplugged
“Layla,” “Tears in Heaven” — and a handful of blues
covers. He rarely addressed the crowd or spoke
about vaccines or politics. But guitar in hand, he
stood — and for now remains — at the crossroads of a
cultural civil war.

Additional reporting in Texas by Kelly Dearmore.
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Season Two of
Goldblum’s Disney+
series debuts on
November 12th.

You host a show called
The World According to
Jeff Goldblum, where you
delve deep into topics from
ice cream to tattoos. Is that
just an outgrowth of your
natural curiosity?
Well, the show has inflamed
my already substantial curi-
osity. I wind up going places
that I wouldn’t ordinarily go.
I was in the Sequoia National

and we just had a great time.
[Kasdan’s] wife, Meg, had
chosen the music that was
going to be in the film, and
they had that tape going on
the set all the time in rehears-
al. So we were, sure enough,
dancing. We connected
thanks to all of that.

That’s the way it’s always
been for me with acting pals:
You get together, like the cir-
cus, with people who were
roaming and only have a
fleeting brush with each
other, but it demands that
you are intimate in the deep-
est and most spiritual way
and have an interesting
and passionate experience
that may mean something
to somebody else if it’s wit-
nessed and filmed.

You’re known for asking
the crews you work with to
wear name tags. Why is it
important for you to have a
connection with everyone
on set?
I like to get the call sheet
with all the crew members
on it and get a little bit inter-
ested in them and learn their
names. I go over it as if I’m
going over my lines. Robert
Altman and Wes Anderson,
who works in a similar way,
would say that besides the
resultant movie that we
make, the important thing
that we were doing [on a set]
is having a kind of art experi-
ence by being together.

As your career has gone
on, more people have con-
sidered you a sex symbol. Is
that ever a burden?
I don’t know that I am, but
it’s never been burdensome.
I’m as vain as the next fella.
It’s nice to feel that there’s
some interest. What can I
say? I’m blushing. KORY GROW

body. You should try to find
your own voice. It may take
you a long time to do that,
and a lot of continual dig-
ging, but it’s worthwhile.”

And more and more, I
aspire to more self-trustful-
ness. I’m nothing if not dis-
ciplined and conscientious.
So I played piano today, as I
do every day, and I tell you,
I played better today than I
ever had before. It’s sort of
interesting to me to keep my
eyes on my own paper and
keep developing and work-
ing on what I love and what
seems to bring my insides
to full life.

What excites you
about the piano, and
how does it comple-
ment the rest of your
artistic sensibilities?
Well, I just love it.
It’s mysterious what
really turns you on and
gets your juices going.
Music has always done
that, including jazz. And
finding out what gets you
going has something to do
with acting, of course, or
anything creative. You’re the
authority, finally, about what
does it for you.

When you were making
your breakthrough film,
The Big Chill, the cast
would get together and
have dance parties that
weren’t even for the movie.
What’s the secret to that
kind of bonding on a set?
On that movie, [director]
Larry Kasdan set us up for
it. He wanted us to rehearse
for four weeks together and
then live all together in
this sort of isolated place
in Buford, South Carolina.
And sure enough, his
methods worked

Forest climbing one of those
trees, talking to forest scien-
tists and experts, and I have
always highly esteemed sci-
entists anyway. My dad was a
doctor, and now I’ve gotten a
chance to play scientists, too.

You once said about
Jurassic Park that your
approach to Dr. Ian Mal-
colm was that “scientists
are cool.” Have you always
felt that way?
There were things in the
Michael Crichton book that
made that character interest-
ing and smart and not a cli-
ché of somebody who’s so-
cially stunted. I’ve always
found people who are pas-
sionately interested in some-
thing and contributing some-
thing to be very attractive and
cool to the nth degree.

In 1985, you told an in-
terviewer, “I’m not main-
stream. I’m special.” How
did you learn to embrace
being quirky?
I was lucky enough to study
with a great [acting] teacher,
Sanford Meisner, who said,
“You shouldn’t copy any-

The acting legend on self-trust
and the secret to a happy film set

Jeff Goldblum

ILLUSTRATION BY Mark Summers
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