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SHARON VAN ETTEN

Kid
Eve Barlow meets Jersey singer-
songwriter Sharon Van Etten at 

home in Brooklyn, to hear about a 
new sound directly influenced by a 
Hollywood actor’s synthesizer and 
her grapples with uncomplicated 

love and motherhood.   
Photography: Guy Eppel

Comeback
The

On the right track: 
Sharon Van Etten,  

Red Hook, New York, 
 4 January, 2019.
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ou wanna hear the 
opener of my stand-
up comedy?” asks 
Sharon Van Etten in 
her neighbourhood 
Brooklyn café. The 
37-year-old centres 
herself, wiping her 
Jersey girl smile and 
invokes a sullen 
persona. “Hi,” she 
says, playing herself. 
“My name’s Sharon 
Van Etten. I’m a 
songwriter. I fell  
in love with my 

drummer. I’m an adult so I can make those 
kinds of decisions. Now he’s my manager.” 
She pauses. “And he makes all the decisions 
for me.” She waits. She laughs. She returns to 
her sweet disposition.

Humour is not associated with Van Etten. 
Her songwriting is evidence that life is hell. 
But humour can come from monstrous 
places. Van Etten adores comedy. “Amy 
Sedaris, David Sedaris, Stephen Colbert,  
Nick Kroll, Sarah Silverman, Seinfeld. Always 
Seinfeld,” she says, reeling off her favourites. 
“And I’m sorry… Louis CK? He’s a perv, but 
that’s the reason we love his comedy.”

Recently Van Etten re-watched Woody 
Allen’s Manhattan, because she’s uprooting 
from her beloved New York to LA after 
summer. It’s a goodbye ritual. She isn’t sure 
how to reconcile her appreciation of Allen. 
She doesn’t expect artists to be stand-up 
humans. You get the impression her default 
is to expect the worst from people. Her past 
three years have given her new faith.

This stand-up performance was a one-off, 
and it’s all true. Van Etten is in love with her 
manager – Zeke Hutchins. She is learning to 
relinquish control: in relationships and in 
music. Hutchins and Van Etten toured 
forever before realising they were soulmates. 

The night it clicked  
is written in the 
opening song of her 
fifth album, Remind 

Me Tomorrow. Its first lyric: “Sitting at the 
bar I told you everything/You said, ‘Holy shit! 
You almost died.’” Directness always defines 
her disastrous laments. Van Etten writes 
about catastrophic isolation; romance so 
fucked you hope to never find it. 

We don’t know everything she confessed 
to Hutchins that night. Van Etten builds 
walls. She bottles secrets. “I don’t talk about 
it because I still don’t know how,” she says. 
The gist of it has been well-trodden over the 

past decade: a pre-fame controlling boyfriend 
so discouraging he smashed her guitar. Back 
then she lived in Tennessee, served coffee 
and didn’t speak to her family for five years. 
When she started to unfold further details to 
Hutchins she thought he’d be aware. “I was 
surprised he wasn’t. He didn’t feel sorry for 
me. There was this ‘a-ha!’. My vulnerability 
made him understand me better.”

As her career flourished, she was 
incapable of escaping bad memories.  
Her breakout third album – Tramp (2012) – 
contained missives to this ex. With every 
release her past peered back at her, more 
distant but nevertheless there. Singing 

onstage every night songs from her 2014 
album Are We There, she began to question: 
“Is that the message I wanna be presenting?” 
Her recovery was at odds with her audience’s 
current pain. She wondered if she’d even 
make another record. 

That wasn’t so alarming a prospect. Van 
Etten was busy. She began acting, appearing 
in the re-booted Twin Peaks, earning a role 
on Netflix sci-fi series The OA. The latter 
took her to LA in order to film. Back in New 
York she collaborated with film director 
Katherine Dieckmann, writing a score for  
the movie Strange Weather. In addition, she 
returned to education, studying psychology 

at Brooklyn College. Oh, and she got 
pregnant. In March 2016, she gave birth  
to a son – Denver.

She blurted the news to Dieckmann 
backstage before the film premiere. “She 
started crying, I started crying,” she recalls. 
Dieckmann turned to her as she panicked:  
“I don’t know what I’m gonna do, blah blah 
blah!” She pulled out a photo she took of her 
kids in their nursery, surrounded by mess. 
She turned to Van Etten: “You’ll figure it  
out,” she said.

Van Etten did. The picture, which she kept 
for daily inspiration, is the artwork for her LP. 
The release is weeks away. She’s panicking 

“I told my producer, ‘I want 
this to sound like 

Portishead, Suicide and Nick 
Cave’s Skeleton Tree.’”

SHARON VAN ETTEN

“What next?”: (left) at work in 
the studio, Los Angeles; (above) 

playing the Sasquatch! Music 
Festival, Washington, 2011.

Changing lanes:  
Van Etten prepares 
for a new future,  
New York,  
Janaury, 2019.
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SHARON VAN ETTEN

again. “I’m in a vulnerable state.” The 
concern is that the album will challenge her 
audience. It was written on piano, not guitar. 
It’s synth-y. Poppy enough to coil inside your 
brain, wide enough to recall Arcade Fire or 
The Boss himself. “It’s a lot,” she says. “I’m so 
proud but so nervous.” She smiles but her eyes 
are glassy. Something else is up. “I’m not sure,” 
she says. “I’m not sure what I’m scared of.”

 R
emind Me Tomorrow has 
been the most kismet of Van 
Etten’s works, emerging from 
a period in which life’s jigsaw 
started to fit. It began the day 
she and Hutchins enjoyed a 
romantic afternoon around 
Brooklyn, bike-riding, book-
shopping, park-strolling. 
They found themselves 
stalking actor Michael Cera.

“We saw him reading in the park,” she 
recalls. “Then we rode to dinner and he was 
sitting next to me. I had to say something.” 
Van Etten had found a new practice space and 

was scoping for tenants. Cera charmed her. 
He mentioned his piano-playing was starting 
to bother his girlfriend. “I was like, ‘I have this 
space! You’re welcome to do your thing.’”

Cera and his Roland Jupiter 4 synthesizer 
moved in. The instrument taunted her.  
“I needed to stop picking up a guitar. I needed 
to stop writing the same song,” she says.  
She wrote on Cera’s synth, telling herself she 
wasn’t writing songs for anyone but herself. 
She was procrastinating over her studies.  
“I needed to write,” she explains. “But it 
wasn’t for a record. I wanted to use an 
instrument that wasn’t mine.” Forty demos 
later… “I can’t say I planned this,” she laughs. 

By necessity, the album became more 

to me. Now I’m writing love songs to  
my partner and they’re turning into a 
reflection on what we’ve made,” she says.  
“I just wanna sit down and read my lyrics like 
I’m talking to you. If I can’t do that, what’s 
the fucking point?”

The album reads like an open letter to  
her present. She fleshed out the lyrics while 
watching her son nap. He was six months old. 
“I’d be staring at him like, ‘Don’t die, don’t 
die, don’t die’, working because I was going 
stir-crazy.” Even in these healthy odes, the 
darkness still looms. Jupiter 4 is her first true 
love song. “Without a caveat!” she laughs. 
Lyrically, it’s warm: “Baby, I’ve been waiting 
my whole life for someone like you,” she 
sings. The funereal dirge makes it sound 
desolate and barren. Why? “Fears of the 
unknown,” she says. “Being excited that you 
wanna be with someone for the rest of your 
life, but also knowing that one of us is going 
to have to die first.”

A baby at the next table distracts her. She 
becomes mute. Her eyes wrestle to hold back 
tears. “I remember…” she sighs. “I remember 
having quiet lunches.”

 D
enver endured a difficult 
birth. Van Etten had a 
C-section after inordinate 
hours of labour. He was 
sideways. The umbilical  
cord was around his neck. 
“The healing process was 
tough,” she says, describing 
months in which her brain  
felt psychedelic. The scene 
reminds her of the first outing 

she made for lunch. She held him so tight. “I 
thought, ‘Whoa! If I drop him… Oh my God.’”

Motherhood wasn’t something Van Etten 
considered until her partner came along. 
“Suddenly I saw myself as a mother,” she 
exclaims. She’s pragmatic on how to raise a 
man. “I want my son to know it’s OK to 

workmanlike than usual. Hence the title.  
It’s a joke reference to the delay option on 
Google calendar alerts. She and Hutchins put 
this album on their schedule officially. Van 
Etten picked out the most left-of-centre 
gems. “People were taken aback,” she says 
about initial conversations. Producers 
couldn’t connect the dots. Until she met John 
Congleton. “I told him, ‘I want this to sound 
like Portishead, Suicide and Nick Cave’s 
Skeleton Tree.’ It was the first time I looked 
at someone and they were excited.”

It makes complete sense to Van Etten’s 
past gothic tendencies. She grew up studying 
Beth Gibbons’s voice. “Super-sultry and dark,” 
she recalls. “She sings like she’s smirking: salty 

racing.” The vinyl arrived and she put it on at 
home. The bass trembled. “That’s never 
happened on an SVE record,” she marvels. 
“The floor was shaking.”

Transposing these songs live is freaking 
her out. Her biggest free-fall has been 
committing to being a vocalist first. 
“Honestly, I’m a better singer when I’m not 
playing guitar. I’m learning how to do this,” 
she says, making a microphone fist. This 
weekend she has a creative director coming 
over to work on lights and visuals. She’ll have 
to pick apart every song. “How do I want the 
audience to feel?” she asks. “That’s emotional 
in itself.” So far, tambourine and maracas 
have made work for her idle hands. She’s 
been researching leather gloves to protect 
from bruising. “They look cool too,” she 
winks. “I get blisters. You’re hitting yourself 
for two hours.” 

This New Year’s Eve, she discovered 
another talisman at her sister’s house: the 
karaoke mic. “A good warm-up,” she laughs, 
joking that she’s planning a backstage ritual: 
singing Heartbreaker by Pat Benatar on 
repeat. “Just that song!” Benatar makes 
sense. There’s a physical resemblance to the 
Brooklyn rocker (Van Etten’s hair is 
feathered, her frame similarly terse but 
nifty). Moreover, Benatar’s songs are born  
of similar defiance (“You’re a heartbreaker/
Dream maker, love taker/Don’t you mess 
around with me”). It’s a battlefield Van Etten 
still fights upon.

“Working with John has been about 
letting go,” she says, focusing on the task at 
hand. “Letting go is how I’m going to grow 
and reach more people. The past holds me 
back.” It’s echoed offstage too: in her 
relationships. “As soon as I started letting 
people in I became a better person. It’s not 
like I was living a lie but if I could give some 
advice to my old self it would be to stop trying 
to not be myself around others. To be free. I 
used to sing songs about men who were dicks 

“If I could give advice to my old self it would be to stop trying to 
not be myself around others. I used to sing songs about men 
who were dicks to me. Now I write love songs to my partner.”

but not burned.” Van Etten regularly 
confuses people with her tastes. “I wanted  
to channel the part of my record collection 
people don’t know I have,” she says. She 
points to her DJing. “I DJed at a party once 
and brought my vinyl. Everyone thought  
I was crazy. ‘Do you not have an iPod?’” she 
giggles. “My DJ name is DJ Whatever. You 
just never know what’s coming next.”

 O
n her last record, Van Etten 
wasn’t ready for a producer. 
Delegating is a struggle. “Even 
domestically, I do more than 
most people,” she offers, her 
nail varnish so chipped you 
can’t detect the colour. Between 
filming The OA, Van Etten and 
Congleton tracked the songs in 
LA in two weeks last summer. 
She chose to make fewer 

decisions, let her players run wild. She 
stopped “hindering” things. Again, it was 
terrifying. “I’ve never gone bungee-jumping 
before, but…” 

Lead single Comeback Kid charts such 
new territory that she describes it as “a 
karaoke situation”. It’s the first time a song  
of hers has sounded as epic as her survival. 
She’s still in disbelief it exists. When the label 
heard it, she braced herself. “My heart was 

Shaker remaker: the  
redux Sharon Van Etten,  
ACL Music Festival, Austin, 
Texas, 6 October, 2018.

Acting class: Van Etten 
stars in the Netflix sci-fi 

series, The OA.



X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X
X

X

42       M A R C H  2 0 1 9

cry,” she says. “My dad is very sensitive but  
he doesn’t talk. You have to be able to talk.”

Growing up in New Jersey, Van Etten  
was the middle child of five. She had a good 
childhood, but was also incapable of talking. 
She’d lock herself in her room, screaming 
along to her brother’s records. She smiles 
while mouthing Head Like A Hole by Nine 
Inch Nails as an example. “I had a hard time 
communicating. I just shut down. I’d channel 
my emotions into Liz Phair, Elastica, R.E.M…”

Therapy has saved her on many occasions. 
It was a therapist who gave her the confidence 
to move to New York. “I wish I could call her 
up for a drink,” she says. Her interest in 
psychology harks back to high school. 
“Writing songs is therapeutic for me. I wanted 
to understand why,” she says. “I write about 
heartache. I get the feeling out. I move on.  
I feel bad for the exes I don’t talk to.”

The way her music interacted 
with her audience made her feel 
odd. She felt ill-equipped to deal 
with confessions. “I don’t mourn 
these relationships any more,” she 
says. The audience still aren’t out 
of the woods. After one show two 
girls who’d lost their best friend  
to suicide told her they listened to 
her record through it. The further 
she gets from the stories, the 
harder it’s been to perform. 
Acting, however, has given  
her a new perspective. She can 
adopt an alter-ego if needed. 

“Instead of putting on my 
blazer, I’m gonna put on my 
leather jacket,” she says of this 
upcoming tour. “It’s still another version  
of myself, but I’m going outside of myself.  
It’s Halloween.” She looks overwhelmed. She 
shuts down. Maybe she’s trying to say that  
it’s weird liberating herself from victimhood. 
“I’m confident in my life. I’m nervous about 
how I’m going to be this character. Even 
though it’s me! A more confident me.” 

There’s a reason people sing Van Etten’s 
praises. “Do you have anywhere to be?” she 
asks. “We live around the block. Come see 
how chaotic we are.” As we walk the block, 
she points out the pieces of her life she’s 
about to leave behind. “This is my gym.  
This is my health food store…”

Van Etten moved to New York 15 years 
ago. She’s been in this home for four years;  
a clutter of vinyl, instruments, books, with  
a mini basketball hoop belonging to Denver 
behind the front door. Change is afoot. The 
couple put in a half-assed offer for a house  
in LA last year. It was accepted. “Oh shit, it’s 
happening,” she says, recalling yet another 
surprise. Therein lies the fear. A streak of 
seemingly effortless good fortunes, and Van 
Etten is afraid she finally has something to 
lose. “I don’t know what’s gonna happen,” 
she says. She’ll figure it out. 

“Writing songs is 
therapeutic for me.  

I write about 
heartache. I get the 
feeling out. I move 

on. I feel bad for the 
exes I don’t talk to.”

Next stop – Los Angeles! 
Van Etten bids adieu to 

New York after 15 years.

SHARON VAN ETTEN


