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As anyone who reads pianist Vijay Iyer’s Twitter 
feed knows, he’s an incisive and outspoken observer 
of social and political topics. That activism often 
extends into his music. His previous collaborations 
with poet and hip-hop artist Mike Ladd — 2004’s In 
What Language and 2007’s Still Life With Commentator 
—  amounted to what he calls “life since 9/11 from a 
black and brown perspective in America.” 

Nonetheless, the duo hadn’t tackled the wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq directly. But they address those 
conflicts squarely with their latest disc, the power-
ful Holding It Down: The Veterans’ Dreams Project 
(Pi Recordings). “It felt like a moral imperative to 
collaborate with veterans,” Iyer says. “To look at what 
they have had to look at, examine what it is that they 
carry in their daily lives.”

The project was commissioned by New York’s 
Harlem Stage, where it premiered in 2012. Ladd and 
theater director Patricia McGregor interviewed 
scores of veterans. Ladd adapted their stories and 
recites several of them on the record, as do military 
veterans Maurice Decaul and Lynn Hill. Iyer’s music 
combines elements of jazz, rock and electronic 
music. Depending on the context, it’s alternately 
haunting, hypnotic and disorienting. But, as Iyer 
points out, it’s always in support of the stories. “It’s 
not about me, it’s not about virtuosity or about 
being awesome,” he says. “It’s about storytelling 
and literally supporting people. It’s about creating a 
space where someone can be heard.”

Creating that space has already paid dividends. 
“Lynn had left the Air Force six years earlier, and 
she had been having nightmares, been in therapy, 
and having suicidal thoughts,” Iyer says. “After 
doing this project, that all stopped. She was able to 
get married and start a family. She has a baby now. 
I don’t know if you can call that political work, but 
it feels like good work to me. That’s maybe the best 
review I’ve ever gotten.”

Part of the album’s proceeds benefit Student 
Veterans of America, which assists veterans in higher 
education programs. For Iyer, who was recently 
named a MacArthur Fellow, this project came out of a 
sense of personal responsibility. 

“Any of us can say we’re antiwar, and on 
another day I might say that,” he says. “But today 
what I can say is that my tax dollars that I gave 
to the government paid for both of these wars. So 
whatever the veterans carry within them is partly 
my fault. We’re all implicated in this. So let’s look 
these folks in the eye, let’s listen to them, let’s 
embrace them as part of our family, because that’s 
what they are.” —John Frederick Moore


