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H
alf-way through tUnE-
yArDs third LP Nikki Nack, 
an album already bursting 
with unfi ltered creative im-

pulses and playful left-turns, comes 
“Why Do We Dine on the Tots?”, a bi-
zarre poem that plays like a reading 
from a demented children’s book. Sug-
gest it’s a possible move into a career 
as a pre-school teacher and the group’s 
driving force, Merrill Garbus, laughs 
long and hard. 

“Yeah, I could sugarcoat hard truths 
with some song and dance numbers,” 
muses the singer and multi-instrumen-
talist. “I’m not sure what parents would 
be comfortable with me doing that. I 
used to do puppet shows and the par-
ents soon realised it was not for kids.”

Raised in suburban Connecticut by 
folk musician parents, Gar-
bus went on to study the-
atre at college, logging time 
in improv comedy and a ca-
pella singing groups. Garbus’ 
post-college jobs included 
work as a nanny and a camp 
counsellor – the latter gig 
leading her to meet tUnE-
yArDs’ bassist Nate Brenner in 2005. 
All these varied experiences, Garbus 
says, have fed into the band’s colourful, 
child-like aesthetic.

“The artists I respect, people like 
Laurie Anderson or Patti Smith, don’t 
draw these lines between media,” she 
says. “Finally I’m giving myself permis-
sion to do that. Part of putting a poem 
in the middle of the album is that we 
can create our own world that the band 
can inhabit.”

After a move to Montreal as part of 
short-lived, genre-hopping group Sis-
ter Suvi in 2009, Garbus released tUnE-
yArDs’ debut, BiRd-BrAiNs, a lo-fi  com-
bination of loops, ukulele and dazzling 
vocal acrobatics that was recorded on 
a dictaphone. A subsequent move to 
Brenner’s hometown of Oakland, Cal-
ifornia, led to 2011’s Afrobeat-infused 

second album w h o k i l l, the more ac-
complished LP winding up on many 
year-end best-of lists. Its sudden pop-
ularity, and resulting tour, was almost 
enough to end tUnE-yArDs entirely.

 “I considered giving it all up, yes,” 
she admits. “I did have to get to a point 
where I could think this was not the only 
thing that I can do, that if this fails I can 
always go back to playing open mics.” 

Creative inertia was overcome thanks 
to a Haitian holiday in early 2013 to 
study drumming and dance (“Although 
I was hell-bent against making this ‘The 
Haiti Album’,” Garbus laughs), the re-
sulting LP a largely upbeat and sonically 
confi dent step forward. A close listen to 
the lyrics, however, reveals some truth 
to Garbus’ earlier aside about sugarcoat-
ing hard truths: beneath the jump-rope 

chants of single “Water Foun-
tain” lie grim predictions of 
environmental disaster; else-
where she tosses off lines 
about the “end of times” and 
admits to having “one foot in, 
one foot out” on the glitchy 
“Hey Life”.  

“I have dark feelings some-
times, but if a song’s not juxtaposed 
with, ‘Well, I’m friggin’ glad to be alive!’, 
then it doesn’t strike me as powerfully,” 
explains the 35-year-old. “Some peo-
ple are like, ‘Is [“Hey Life”] a suicidal 
song?’, and it’s not – I just need to ask 
questions. If I go so far as to say, ‘I don’t 
know why I’m getting up in the morn-
ing’, then the song better end up sound-
ing confi dent – because I have to know 
that this is what I want to do.”

Garbus pauses, aware of the irony in 
mulling over self-doubt now that she’s 
neck-deep in the promotional push for 
her latest LP. “I guess it seems silly, but 
this is still fl eeting. I can only keep mak-
ing this my living for as long as people 
are willing to pay me to do it – and who 
knows how long that will be for. Still,”  
she smiles, “this is a moment that I’m 
gonna try and enjoy.” 

MERRILL 
IN PERIL

BY JA MES JEN N INGS

 tUnE-yArDs’ Merrill Garbus reveals the 
dark undercurrents running beneath the 
playful exterior of new LP ‘Nikki Nack’
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“I have dark 
feelings 
sometimes,” 
says Garbus. “I 
need to ask 
questions.”
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