LINE OF LIGHT
Is every record you make a reaction to the one before it? A response to how the previous album was received by critics and fans? Does it
fill a hole in the band’s sense of their catalogue, something that you know you can do musically but haven’t captured yet in the studio? I
could lay out a coherent explanation about this record on those terms, and it would be valid. We certainly wanted to make a record that
leaned more heavily on us as a duo. We loved being in the studio with Carl Broemel that first time to record “Big Sur”, feeling like the
process was so collaborative and the atmosphere so warm. We felt the resulting song was authentic in a new way, less dressed up with
studio tricks and more about how our voices and instruments blend and live together.
Ultimately, this record feels more like an expression of the mysterious alchemy of the songs, the studio, the producer, the musicians, and
the time in our life. There was a lot swirling around behind us in the studio while we recorded Line of Light. Some of it was personal, like
Suz coming to terms again with her bipolar diagnosis as it reared its head right before we went back to Nashville for the final 10-day
session. She had to wean our 1-year-old son during the recording session because her medication will harm a nursing child. That was
looming over us as we finished up the record.
What else was lurking? Well, as we sing in “Uncover the Gold,“ there are names that we won’t speak. Suz tries to keep politics out of our
home space as much as possible. Honestly, even after 12 years as a band, we’re still figuring out how explicitly political to be. Perhaps
we are being too careful about keeping our politics out of the music and messaging around the band. But we’re also artists responding to
the political milieu that we’re all in at this moment, and it is what we’re singing about in “Human Chain”:
“We close ourselves off
From one another
We darken our hearts
Call them the others”
We’re also deeply enmeshed in the local, and that song is also me writing about our town. We live in Suz’s hometown. Charlottesville,
Virginia. If anyone knew of Charlottesville before (and they usually didn’t or confused it with Charlotte or one of the Charlestons), they
might have known UVA, maybe Thomas Jefferson, and probably the Dave Matthews Band. But, certainly now it unavoidably conjures
something else dark and sinister about the American heart.
I’m still trying to figure out how we ended up recording these particular 10 songs against that fraught backdrop. And I don’t want to
sound melodramatic by using the word “fraught,” but it does often feel that way. These songs seem to me to come from a more
mythological or archetypal place. I hope they are still grounded in physical details and descriptions – that’s what I’m always trying to do
as a writer – but the songs that Suz and Carl gravitated towards where these 10. Maybe in the face of current events and navigating our
own personal dramas, there is something powerful about the grand, sweeping themes and the songs that are trying to get at something
deeper. And so we get a song like “How Do You Know If You’re Dreaming?” a meditation on our perception of reality. Sometimes in the
face of that question, all you can do is try to be present. “Cool air in / warm breath out / Blood in the hands / Soft tongue in the
mouth.” At the same time, Suz had me rewrite “Wake Up and Dream,” so it could co-exist with that song on this record. We have to
embrace dreaming and being able to envision another, better way of being in the world.
The other songs feel big, too. “Uncover the Gold” is a political anthem of hope, a message from a father to his children. “Human Chain”
is about solidarity, how we’re all connected, our fates more entwined than ever in the face of environmental change. “Big Sur” is a love
song, but it’s also trying to square putting love up on a pedestal while also recognizing human doubt and fragility. “Is my love strong
enough to get you through?” In that question, there is the acknowledgement that it might not be. “Janaree” and “Little Heart” are two
sides of the same coin. Death and birth. “Touch of Gold” is my wedding song. Will anyone actually ever play this at their wedding? I
don’t know, but that was my intention. No doubts. No darkness. “Thank you for one of the great moments of my life.”

If we’re going to put the kids back in the van for a couple of months of touring and put the stress on our bodies from the travel and grind
of tour, and we’re going to do all this in the America of 2019, as artists from Charlottesville, then it feels like yes, we want to be singing
about the biggest ideas possible. And we want to do it a way that feels authentic and emotionally honest and open. My hope is that
we’ve come close with Line of Light.
***
Song-by-song commentary
Uncover the Gold
White nationalists gathered in our hometown of Charlottesville in August of 2018. We, along with everyone else in our community, have
been struggling to process the hate rally and the anti-Semitic chants we heard in our otherwise quiet, progressive college town. I've seen
our community radicalize in positive ways and strengthen as a result of this terrible event and wanted to write a song that reflected on
how an awful situation can reveal something beautiful. I wrote this song for our children as a reminder that light can come out of
darkness and as a prayer for a world with less strife and ugliness.
Here's a live video of the band playing "Uncover the Gold."
Equal in the Darkness
We've been blindfolding our audiences for experimental concerts we call Concert in the Blind. We perform the entire concert moving in
and out of the crowd, whispering in their ears and playing with the fact that they can't see us. I wanted to write a song that spoke to this
particular experience. I imagined harking back to those classic country duets where a man and woman are in conversation but recasting
it with a metaphysical slant.
I'm playing a big Mexican guitar from the Huasteca region called a huapanguera but strumming it with a traditional American folk groove.
Here's a video of the band playing "Equal in the Darkness."
How Do You Know If You're Dreaming?
I originally wrote this song for Suz's lullaby record. The original verses were more playful, like something out of a children's book. I rewrote the song for Line of Light and aimed to make the verses more evocative of that moment when we're on the cusp of falling asleep.
Big Sur
A love song that grapples with putting love up on a pedestal but also recognizing that we have doubts and that loving someone is an act
of hope. We've been coming to terms with Suz's bipolar depression as it has reared its head this past year and a half, and in dealing with
my partner's depression, I've had to question the limitations of love. No matter how strong your love is, it alone can't just pull someone
out of depression. Hopefully this song captures a full range of emotions about love -- from triumphant to doubtful all in the span on a
couple minutes.
Wake Up & Dream
Suz asked me re-write an older song of mine for her voice. It was a great challenge to think about how to meld this song to her voice and
perspective. In the studio we were trying to figure out to capture the warm, positively of the song while making sure it didn't become too
precious. I love how the super-delayed trumpet helps the song blossom towards the end of the song as the synthesizers bubble up
underneath.
Touch of Gold
Someone challenged me to write a song that a couple would want to play at their wedding. I had been playing with this song for awhile
as a sad ballad where the chorus was a question, "Is this one of the great moments of my life?" I decided to cast it in a purely positive
light and for it to be a celebration: "Thank you for one of the great moments of my life." This inevitably led to the song getting faster and
more upbeat.
Human Chain
A call to arms. A search for solidarity. My reaction to the politics of calling immigrants others and denying the basic human decency of
those not like us. We're all connected. This should underlie our politics and the way we treat the environment. Here's to hoping for a
politics that calls us to our better angels.
Janaree

Janaree was one of our band's biggest fans. She wrote us long, thoughtful emails, cheering us on from Lincoln, Nebraska. One day her
son reached out to us to let us know she had unexpectedly gone into a coma and might not pull through. We ended up Skyping into her
hospital room and playing her a concert of her favorite songs. When they eventually decided to take her off life support, her son wrote
us to say that he played her one of our records while she left this world. We were so moved. I wanted to write something that would be
a tribute to her.
Little Heart
I wrote this while Suz was pregnant with our second child. Hearing our first child's heartbeat in the womb made that first pregnancy so
much more real to me. I wanted that same feeling the second time around.
While working on this song, we had a breakthrough when we found this little synthesizer that sounded like a heartbeat.
Night Gods
So much of our life is spent driving great distances in our van. I came across a line from the novelist Peter Matthiessen in Shadow
Country about the gods of the night highways. It hit me hard and, inspired by this line, I set out to write a song about the particular
experience of driving through the night to the next gig. I think most driving songs tend to embrace the freedom and exhilaration of the
open road, but I wanted to write something that cut against that cliche and was more true to the experience of night driving, when you
are just desperate to arrive and praying that everything goes smoothly.

