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CAT POWER

“In my life of solitude I have 
rarely felt understood.”
Cat Power, aka Chan Marshall, 
Vasquez Rocks, Agua Dulce, 
California, 5 August, 2018.
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Hollywood’s 
Sunset Strip 
welcomes 
celebrity chaos. 

It’s hard to be banned from the hotel. Chan 
Marshall, however, was banned for years. She 
was playing piano in the lobby at 4am (she’s 
not sure of the date). She was naked. This 
morning, she’s back in the hotel’s good graces 
by the pool, springing the idea of doing the 
interview in the water. Careful to mind the 
hotel’s nudity policy she enquires: “Does 
your shirt cover your fanny?” It doesn’t. 
Retreating to her bungalow, she picks a  
fallen petal up. “Smell this,” she says. It’s  
a lily and it looks radiant, but up close it 
smells overwhelming.

This bungalow, tucked away in a corner,  
is her favourite. Before Marshall last put out  
a record as Cat Power – 2012’s Sun – she  
lived here after her relationship with actor 
Giovanni Ribisi broke down. (Two months 
after their split, Ribisi notoriously married 
British model Agyness Deyn.) “I’d escape 
here with my typewriter and write,” she says.  
“I love all the broken shit here.”

She pulls open the shutters to reveal  
a slatted rooftop and Sunset Boulevard’s 
billboards. Four packs of American Spirit 
cigarettes are stacked like buildings on a 
coffee table. “They’ll last me till November.” 
There’s a Haruki Murakami book. A Day-Glo 
crayon drawing with rainbows and the words 
“You can become love now” is on the desk.  
A bra rests on the couch. Instead of putting  
it out of sight, she moves it to her armchair.  
It will remain over her shoulder. “Big titties. 
Breastfeeding,” she scats.

Marshall’s son is now three years old.  
He’s with his father in Upstate New York. His 
identity and Marshall’s relationship status is 
unknown. The drawing is not her son’s. It was 
done by her “step-daughter” who is in next 
door’s bungalow. Marshall bought her the 

room for her 21st birthday. “I’m just gonna 
call her my sister when she gets older,”  
she jokes. An educated guess suggests  
that this is Ribisi’s child, Lucia. “I’m so  
afraid she and her friends are all tripping on 
acid,” she says, and looks at the psychedelic 
drawing again.

At 46, Marshall isn’t sober. She was for a 
minute. “I was never an alcoholic, I was just 
trying to kill myself,” she sniggers, then offers 
a cocktail at 11am. She runs around in a 
kaftan decorated with two wet circles where 
her bikini top has soaked through. She burps 
regularly. She never pardons herself. 
Inquisitive, she wants to know where you’re 
from and if you’re happy. A Southerner, your 
comfort is most important. She looks in the 
mirror, checking her teeth. “I had huevos 

rancheros earlier. I don’t want to scare you.”
Her business is distracting. Marshall tells 

legendary stories, but they’re mysteries, 
wafting off without time stamps or locations. 
She interrupts them with other tales. She 
spends ages relating a tale about a friendship 
she once had with a gorilla in the local zoo – 
an anecdote that concludes with her likening 
the beast to Johnny Cash (“Their energy’s 
similar”). She takes a detour to talk about a 
Peruvian shaman who worked on her in  
Big Sur many moons ago. “I could talk  
about this for hours,” she says. She could. 
Often she’ll sigh: “I forgot your question.” 
She apologises for everything, including her 
gig last night. “Did you see the Cat Power 
show?” she asks, as if talking about another 
act. She wails at the affirmative response. 
“Wah. Argh”

A reputation for erratic performances 
precedes her. “I don’t radiate high-voltage 
energy when I know somebody’s there 
writing about me,” she says. Yesterday was 
painful. In the port of Marina del Rey, she 
rambled onto the stage late holding a cup  
of tea. She used the stirrer as a prop.  
She restarted songs. She had a conversation 
with the sky about the lighting: “Is there  
any way to change these white lights into  
blue lights? White lights in my face. What  
the fuck?” She had no clue what to do with 
her hands, waving her arms like a drunk 
traffic warden. She lit matches. She watched 

them burn. “We spend  
way too much time loving 
people who don’t love  
us back,” she said,  
then vanished.

“I’m happy with a show 
when I don’t have self-
awareness,” she explains. 
“It’s that moment where 
we’re in this sacred seventh 
dimension. We have no 
body, mind, judgement or 
memory. We’re existing  
on this altruistic plain.”  
A pause. “I just learned  
that word. Altruism. What 
the fuck does it mean?”  

Q offers that it connotes selflessness. 
“Interesting. I heard it involves a complete, 
total truth in your being.”

Marshall’s 10th record, Wanderer,  
comes with a dedication to those seeking  
the truth. It’s her first with label Domino. 
Last night, one of Domino’s reps had a  
row with a photographer, snapping at 
Marshall without permission. As the  
drama ensued, children played by the  
stage. One girl was spun around by a  
father. Of everyone there, Marshall  
seemed most like that child: flying freely  
but completely without anchor.

“I was 
never an 
alcoholic,  
I was just 
trying 
to kill 
myself.”

CAT POWER

The 
Chateau 
Marmont
on

(From above) 
Marshall 
enjoys a 

livener before 
showtime; 
onstage at 

Burton Chace 
Park, Marina 

del Rey,  
4 August,  

2018; having  
a word with 
the lighting 

guy.

California dreaming:  
Chan Marshall goes in 
search of a “sacred seventh 
dimension”, Vasquez 
Rocks, Agua Dulce.
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n the six years since Sun’s 
release, Marshall has never 
been off the road. She seeks 
stability in constant travel. 
Based in Miami, she belongs 
to the highway. After she was 
done promoting Sun, she 
grabbed her guitar and drove. 
“I booked a tour from New 
York around the entire 
circumference of America,” 

she says. She performed through her 
pregnancy, breaking only for four months. 
“That’s how I earn a living.” The material for 
Wanderer flooded in; ideas that sprang while 
behind the wheel or fidgeting in hotel rooms.

It’s a sublime listen, rooted in traditional 
US folk, old and earthen. The intro and outro 
echo the Appalachian song In The Pines, 
made famous as Where Did You Sleep Last 
Night? on Nirvana’s MTV Unplugged In New 
York. Midway through there’s a cover of 
Rihanna’s Stay because Marshall knows that 
the history of American music is still being 
written. It’s a departure from Sun’s 

electronica. “Sun needed to be a hit,” she 
recalls. “So I made sure to do everything 
myself: every sound you hear, every note 
bending. If it was gonna be a hit, shit better 
count.” It became her highest charting album 
in the US. “But I made a quiet promise to 
myself.” She bangs the table. “This record is 
that promise.”

The pressure from prior label Matador 
almost killed her. Not for the first time. She 
thought she was dying after the release of her 
2006 album The Greatest, too. Back then, she 
wound up in a psychiatric ward for bipolar 
disorder. “I drank a fifth of Scotch every day,” 
she recalls. “I worked my ass off and I was 
living in a bottle.” (She’s since been told  
that was a misdiagnosis and hasn’t taken 
prescribed medication since 2008). After 
Sun, she was diagnosed with angioedema,  
an immune disorder causing swelling in  
the face and larynx. “I was in intensive care 
countless times,” she says. “It took over half 
my larynx. I thought, ‘I’m gonna get in my car. 
If I’m dying I’m gonna create something that 
means something to me.’”

She travelled light. Her voice and her 
guitar sufficed. Those two instruments got 
her discovered while opening for Liz Phair in 
New York 20 years ago. The simplicity and 
steadiness of these songs has built Marshall  
a new fortress from which to feel secure. 

“Each song was a totem, a piece of nature,” 
she explains. “I just wanted them to exist,  
not to be exploited.” Written and produced  
by her between Miami and LA, Wanderer  
was finished a year ago but the label split 
delayed things. She’s tearful discussing it.  
“It’s like leaving the house you built with  
your family?” She asks because she never 
knew what that was like.

Marshall was born in Atlanta. Her mother 
Myra, she reveals, shares a birthday with 
Chrissie Hynde. She’ll talk about Hynde  
far more than her mother, and with more 
admiration. Her bloodlines are Cherokee, 
Jewish and Irish; facts she clings to. “I went to 
13 schools in 10 years,” she says. “I was never 
bound to a home. Me and my mom lived with 
a funk band – Mother’s Finest. I lived with my 
Baptist grandmother. I lived with my dad.  

I lived with the stranger across the street who 
owned the gas station. I lived with an aunt I 
barely knew. I was always on the outside.” She 
describes her youth like it’s an Allen Ginsberg 
poem, all staccato: “Rivers. Forest. Earth. Dirt. 
Mountains. Air. Rain. Grass. Dumpsters. 
Apartments. Disco. Rollerskating. Pot. Afros. 
Glam. Glitter. Redneck. Country. Shit.” She 
breathes. “That’s how I grew up.” She calls 
herself a global citizen. “I’ll go to any ocean 
and I feel home.” The way she says home,  
it’s like she’s exhaling it. “Maybe in a past life  
I was in a cage,” she muses. “Maybe I was a 
hawk and I wasn’t allowed to leave.”

There’s a Tourette’s-like tick when 
Marshall gets nervous. “Are you mad at me?” 
she flits, like a kid treading on eggshells. Given 
her upbringing, Marshall’s pregnancy was 
anxious. “I felt very alone,” she says. “I’m 

wondering if every good parent has fear about 
whether they’re going to be a good parent.  
A good parent asks that.” With no frame of 
reference, Marshall reflected on her great 
grandmother. She was a sharecropper, raising 
five kids alone. “She didn’t own anything.  
She did all this work with her hands: picking 
cotton, making shirts, churning butter. My 
fear would go when I thought of her and all 
women on this earth who are the strongest 
humans that have ever been.” Her son’s last 
name is Sarah. “I gave him her name.”

Her son comes on the road sometimes. 
“There’s no interconnectedness between 
motherhood and my work,” she insists. “It’s 
like having two different… Not identities. 
Places.” Still, he’s had a tremendous effect on 
her. “Motherhood’s grounded me, enhanced 
my resilience and constitution of self. It lifts 
veils on the relationships I’ve had. Some of 
them aren’t making it to round two.” She 
makes a scissors motion with her hands, and 
mutters something about seeing through 
bullshit. “Maybe it’s because you’ve another 
spirit in your body. You read people better.”

 Y
ears ago, 
Marshall met 
Lana Del Rey at 
the Chateau’s 
pool. Del Rey’s 
a fan of hers. 
“Camaraderie 
feels nice,”  
says Marshall. 
“That’s the 
only reason I’m 

alive: the acknowledgement people give. It’s 
my whole left arm. I write these damn songs 
so I’m not alone.” Wanderer’s standout tune 
is Woman. It sounds like something 

“I thought, ‘I’m gonna get in my car.  
If I’m dying I’m gonna create something 

that means something to me.’”

The Marshall plan: (clockwise from far left) 
looking for inspiration, 1999; with Jude Law in 
2007 movie My Blueberry Nights; head in the 
clouds, Roundhouse, London, 2013; onstage 
with Neil Young, Shoreline Amphitheatre, 
California, 2008; in trackies, New York, 2005.

CAT POWER
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Leonard Cohen would sing, and suits 
Marshall’s firm, philosophical register. 
Thematically, it’s about female fortitude so 
Marshall wanted something more feminine, 
more romantic. She asked Del Rey to duet.

“Not that I should spill beans about her 
but…” she says about Del Rey. “Depending on 
which day it is she does three hours of 
meditation. That’s why she rings out her 
bullshit in the most sophisticated way. Grit 
with elegance. I’ll be a tomboy in overalls at 
85. Lana has a divine feminine power. She’s  
an emblem of dignity.” The lyrics are a 
reclamation of self: “I’m a woman of my word, 
or haven’t you heard, my word’s the only thing 
I’ve ever needed.” Female singers often share 
an inability to escape a victim narrative, a 
need to be saved put upon them by critics. She 
thinks about Rihanna whom she wanted for 
this song, too. Specifically the Chris Brown 
incident. “We’ve all been there,” she says, 
deadpan. “Most ladies have been in that car.”

The thought of Rihanna’s timbre sparks 
Marshall up. You could listen to her talk 
about it for hours. “When Rihanna sings she 

“I went to 13 schools in 10 years. I was never 
bound to a home. Me and my mom lived 
with a funk band. I lived with my Baptist 
grandmother. I lived with my dad. I lived 
with an aunt. I was always on the outside.”

holds back. Her voice exists on the edge of a 
razor blade. When the release comes it’s full 
of force. They call it vibrato but that’s not 
what it is. On a spiritual level it’s connective. 
Otis Redding, Patsy Cline, they had that. 
Rihanna could sing about mashed potatoes 
or lawnmowers and it’s overwhelming.”

Her cover of Rihanna’s Stay was an 
accident. Covering songs is Marshall’s 
learning method. “I always did karaoke alone 
in New York,” she says. In 2008 she released 
her second covers album – Jukebox. Its 
opening track is an interpretation of New 
York, New York. Sinatra sings that song like 
life is just beginning. Marshall sings it like 
New York is her last hope on Earth. 
Marshall’s Stay is defeatist too, not pleading 
like Rihanna’s. It came on in an old flame’s 
car six years ago. He picked her up at 
Atlanta’s airport and said, “Here’s my girl!”

“I thought he was talking about me. It 
made me feel so special. He was talking about 
Rihanna. She was his girl.” Marshall didn’t 
hear the song again until last year when a 
friend visited from New York. Stay came on in 

the cab en route to karaoke. “I don’t know 
why I was crying,” she says. They got drunk in 
a booth and found the song. Her friend doesn’t 
sing. Marshall was up there alone. “I sang it  
16 times,” she says. “Then I went home.”

 B
efore Trump was 
elected, Marshall 
considered 
abandoning 
music. In 2014, 
she stopped  
her car off  
in Ferguson. 
Policemen were 
killing young black 
men. Her friends 

were in the Occupy movement. “The fucking 
fascist bastards killed that movement,” she 
shouts. She had an identity crisis. “Why am  
I singing a song? I think John Lennon said:  
‘A song never saved the world.’” Alongside  
a friend, Marshall began to conceive of a 
tripartisan movement called Occuparty. Her 
lip quivers. The friend died suddenly: a heart 

attack. “It sucked. Still sucks. Always will.” 
When Marshall fell pregnant she arrived at a 
crossroads. “Do I choose life? Or do I continue 
the movement? I felt primal, like a six-year-old 
trying to figure out how to get something to 
eat. So I chose life. I have some guilt. I also 
don’t have any guilt. Life is complex. I wish 
that I could be more.” She drops to a whisper. 
“I wish that I could be more.”

For Marshall, life is not about ego, but 
about sacrificing herself for others. For years, 
she says, her only hopes for music involved 
being able to care for “family”. “In my life  
of solitude I have rarely felt understood.  

Not having a husband, 14 kids and grandkids 
at this age, never going to college… People 
talk about friends they grew up with who live 
down the road. My brain can’t even imagine 
what that’s like.” She stalls. The window 
blows open. “Did you see the billboard out 
there?” She points behind a Gucci advert.  
“It says: ‘The truth always wins.’ I just have  
to be me. That’s the only person I can be.  
This is my life. Mine.” She opens the door  
and grabs a box of hotel matches: a gift. It’s 
her last pack. Some might call that altruism. 
She waves goodbye until Q is out of sight. 
“Enjoy, enjoy, enjoy,” she smiles. 

CAT POWER

Solar Power: Chan Marshall  
cuts loose in Vasquez Rocks, Agua 
Dulce, California, August 2018.

Cat Power:  
Album-By-Album
Dear Sir (1995) HHH

Freshly discovered by Sonic 
Youth’s drummer, Marshall 
recorded 20 lo-fi basement 
tracks in one day. It’s punk 
folk; dark, compelling,  
full of promise.

What Would The Community 
Think (1996) HHHH
Newly signed to Matador,  
a furious Marshall expands 
her range of genres, flitting 
between alt-rock and her 
Southern blues.

The Covers Record (2000) HHH
Marshall unpredictably 
follows big success with  
an album of sparse 
interpretations: The Rolling 
Stones, Dylan, The Velvet 
Underground, and more.

Jukebox (2008) HHH
Her second covers 
collection, Jukebox sees 
Marshall wrap her husky  
licks around Hank Williams, 
Billie Holiday, Janis Joplin 
and Joni Mitchell.

Myra Lee (1996) HHHH
A second batch from that 
same session, the follow-up 
is named after Marshall’s 
mother. It’s even more 
volatile as Marshall exposes 
her voice amid the clatter.

Moon Pix (1998) HHHH
Among her best. Conceived 
in a night after Marshall  
got spooked in a North 
Carolinian farmhouse.  
Metal Heart is probably her 
greatest ode to melancholy.

The Greatest (2006) HHHH
A commercial breakthrough, 
the pressure of The Greatest 
almost killed Marshall but 
there is unabridged joy  
here, from the opening sun-
spotted title track onwards.

You Are Free (2003) HHHH
The starriest of her efforts, 
the LP features Dave Grohl, 
Eddie Vedder and Warren 
Ellis and was met with 
universal acclaim. Her 
prettiest songwriting yet.

Sun (2012) HHHH
Sun’s electronic 
experimentalism allowed 
Marshall to shimmy  
through the pain to bag  
her highest charting album  
in the US to date.  

■ See p105 for a review of the new Wanderer LP.
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