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Praise for the series:

It was only a matter of time before a clever publisher realized that there is an audience for whom Exile on Main Street or Electric Ladyland are as significant and worthy of study as The Catcher in the Rye or Middlemarch … The series … is freewheeling and eclectic, ranging from minute rock-geek analysis to idiosyncratic personal celebration—The New York Times Book Review

Ideal for the rock geek who thinks liner notes just aren’t enough—Rolling Stone

One of the coolest publishing imprints on the planet—Bookslut

These are for the insane collectors out there who appreciate fantastic design, well-executed thinking, and things that make your house look cool. Each volume in this series takes a seminal album and breaks it down in startling minutiae. We love these. We are huge nerds—Vice

A brilliant series … each one a work of real love—NME (UK) Passionate, obsessive, and smart—Nylon

Religious tracts for the rock ’n’ roll faithful—Boldtype

[A] consistently excellent series—Uncut (UK)

We … aren’t naive enough to think that we’re your only source for reading about music (but if we had our way … watch out). For those of you who really like to know everything there is to know about an album, you’d do well to check out Bloomsbury’s “33 1/3” series of books—Pitchfork

For almost 20 years, the 33-and-a-Third series of music books has focused on individual albums by acts well known (Bob Dylan, Nirvana, Abba, Radiohead), cultish (Neutral Milk Hotel, Throbbing Gristle, Wire) and many levels in-between. The range of music and their creators defines “eclectic”, while the writing veers from freewheeling to acutely insightful. In essence, the books are for the music fan who (as Rolling Stone noted) “thinks liner notes just aren’t enough.”—The Irish Times

For reviews of individual titles in the series, please visit our blog at 333sound.com and our website at http://www.bloomsbury.com/musicandsoundstudies

Follow us on Twitter: @333books

Like us on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/33.3books

For a complete list of books in this series, see the back of this book.

 

Forthcoming in the series:

Shout at the Devil by Micco Caporale

I’m Wide Awake, It’s Morning by Holden Seidlitz

Re by Carmelo Esterrich

New Amerykah Part Two (Return of the Ankh) by Kameryn Alexa Carter

Tragic Kingdom by Rhae Lynn Barnes

The Land of Rape and Honey by Jason Pettigrew

Blue Bell Knoll by Chris Tapley

 

and many more…
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for dama

and Maya

and for John.

 

thank you for listening

and for loving

her
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I’m the voice of dead people.

I’m the interpreter of lost songs.

—Meryl Streep,

speaking about Bertolt Brecht and Margarete Steffin’s Mother Courage1




1 Meryl Streep on Meryl Streep on Mother Courage and an excerpt of her rehearsing the play https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Mz5I1LmLLw&t=63s




Preface and Disclaimer

High-voltage tip-off for my dear muso brothers who prefer to sink their teeth into the man-mayo of the usual rock criticism; this book is Ganza.1 It’s a book misogynists may write off as feminist doggerel. Sinéad O’Connor’s lyrics were sometimes described so. Like her, I will say things people think yet are petrified of voicing out loud for fear of persecution in a censorial moment that feels too much like the American Inquisition. I’m writing in Sinéad’s honor and in honor of the women without voices, those gone and remaining, and I will happily disgrace myself by speaking of the subconscious and of spiritualism. This fire-breathing dragon who loved us with a warrior’s passion lived a public feminism germane to Universal Mother, a feminism especially relevant to the sorry state of our present world. That is, even though I will try my very best to go lightly, this book is feminist as fuck.

You are holding a book of feeling. I feel Sinéad and this LP deeply. I feel her and the songs in the genes I have inherited from my Irish mother’s side, the generational trauma of Irish women and of that emerald island through the ages. My own trauma seeds the pages as well; with my mother, with abuse, and with the Babylonian music business. Academia will never do her justice, with its tensions toward disregarding empirical wisdom, ignoring the working class unless analyzing it to death (for whom does that serve?), and its scoffing at spirit. O’Connor was an otherworldly gemstone. Her music is humid with anima, not a great match for intellectual settings where an elitist lexicon masks the ache of the womb-heart. Sinéad was self-taught, extremely intelligent, funny as hell and had the mouth of a sailor. She didn’t give two fucks. She dedicated Universal Mother as a prayer from Ireland, with love and gratitude to her sister Eimear and her son Jake. It is her prayer and her contrition toward healing. Yet within her vulnerable heart were cracks she’d never mend on the search for God’s mercy.

The above nattering about academia is hardly meant as a dismissal of the intellect, but instead, is an ask for a consideration that there might be a more imaginative, more generous form of intellect that requires a closer relationship with feeling and spirit as opposed to an MFA-fueled one-upmanship that buries humans in lifelong debt and is boundaried. Elitist. And yet, I want to describe Sinéad’s musical language as a “hermeneutic” of loving resistance, because I love the word. It sounds mystical. And Sinéad’s was a mystical battle cry against oppression in its many guises.

Women of O’Connor’s generation, of our mother’s and grandmother’s and backwards, were trapped inside the barbed wire-topped walls of the father language and its erasure of women’s spirit and power. You had to engage in some mighty magical thinking to traverse those walls and justify your womanly existence as a sovereign being on this planet. As of this writing, the entrapment continues, overt and insidious, painting women as subordinate, our bodies controlled by men who make laws and the women supporting their own subjugation.

While commencing the writing of this book in the summer of 2023, the news arrived that Sinéad O’Connor had died. The irony of the LP title she was working on before she passed, No Veteran Dies Alone, constricts the heart.

Someone called the police at 11:18 p.m. on Wednesday, July 26 reporting an unresponsive woman in the SE24 area of London. The Gardai (police) immediately ruled out foul play, and the coroner’s report (released five months later in January 2024, allegedly due to a backlog of deaths during COVID) said that she died of natural causes. In July 2024, the Irish Independent reported she had died from COPD and asthma. She was a fifty-six-year-old chain-smoker. That Sinéad died of a broken heart is just as probable as suicide would have been for her, or the many other ways she may have ended her journey of “sailing on this terrible ocean.”2 My schizophrenic mother smoked three packs a day and died of a heart attack cause by a blood clot due to COPD. My maternal Irish grandmother, a smoker, died after suffering a series of heart attacks. And what is a heart attack, if not a terrible broken heart?3

She did not commit suicide, although





























1 Ganza is a neologism for a feminized “gonzo” style of journalism, gonzo first attributed to Hunter S. Thompson and taken up by Lester Bangs, Terry Southern, and other male writers. A first-person participatory style, it uses social critique, political satire, sarcasm, and exaggeration. Women’s journalism can also be prankish and belligerent, hence Ganza. Ganzá is also a Brazilian rattle, a percussion instrument made of a canister filled with metal balls, beads, and pebbles, this latter description being closer akin to an unrestrained female tongue.
2 Sinéad O’Connor, “A Perfect Indian,” Universal Mother.

3 Sinéad O’Connor, “Tiny Grief Song,” Universal Mother.

4 https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/18/arts/music/Sinéad-oconnor-rememberings.html.
5 Etymology of disease, from Old French, desaise, lack of ease. des- (expressing reversal) + aise “ease.”
6 https://www.learnreligions.com/charge-of-the-goddess-history-and-variations-4151704.
7 Sheela na gig: stone carvings of a naked woman flagrantly exposing her vulva. First sitings dating back to 1000–1200 CE, with the largest number occurring in Ireland. See https://www.britannica.com/art/Sheela-Na-Gig.
8 The September 25th, 2021, cover of the British medical journal, The Lancet. After a tsunami of objections, editor-in-chief (white and man, of course) Richard Horton issued a half-hearted apology. The attempt to erase the word “woman” and their identities is ongoing. In June 2023, John Hopkins University defined “lesbian” as “a non-man attracted to non-men” in its glossary of LGBTQ+ terms.
9 https://pridesource.com/article/67109–2.
10 Sinéad O’Connor, “Famine,” Universal Mother.
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