


Coming Up Rosie
You know what they say, the road to success is always under 

construction. So too is the London Underground it seems, but 
so completely gracious is Rosie Thomas that she doesn’t seem 
to mind at all when Alan Pedder and Clare Byrne arrive at 
Bush Hall an hour later than planned. Perhaps sensing their 

intense disarray, she insists on giving them both an affectionate 
hug and offers to fetch them a drink from the rider. It’s impossible 

not to love her already. But this is about the music, and if you’ve 
ever heard a Rosie Thomas song, the chances are you’ll have 

picked up on her delicate way with a melody and her uncanny 
knack of distilling both internal and universal concerns into 

one beautiful lyric. Her new album, If Songs Could Be Held, is 
a cohesive, angelic collection of songs that achieves the difficult 

feat of raising her game while remaining unequivocally true 
to her experience and ethic. You see, more than most other 

artists, Rosie Thomas seems to really understand that the route 
to fulfilment is fraught with jams and roadworks, and that 

sitting behind your own wheel complaining is no way to get 
things done. So completely devoid of vanity and preening, 

she’s a non-stop delight in both the interview and, later, 
on-stage when she tells the eager crowd how, as a child, she 

once caught her brother Brian trying to fart on her burger 
and a thousand other disarmingly adorable stories. 

A breath of fresh air in a mischievous wind.



Because your first two albums were record-
ed in a short space of time, you said that you 
were coming from the same viewpoint and 
discussing similar themes. So, on this new  
record, did you feel any pressure to step it 
up a gear?
Yeah. I mean, I think I wanted to though. 
I’m not sure I felt the pressure for it but 
the inspiration. I wanted to progress, to 
be challenged a bit more. I took such 
a stance on sticking to what I love and 
not pushing myself – whatever came out 
was meant to come out. Like me having 
a conversation with you; not thinking 
ahead of what I’m going to say but just 
allowing it to be organic and natural, and 
I tend to do that with my music because 
it comes from such a personal place. But 
with this record, I tried to step outside 
of that a bit more. I have to say it was 
very refreshing because I added bridges 
and choruses, I spent time on the songs I 
would normally be very quick to go, “no, 
that song is it. That’s it – I wrote that 
at three in the morning, that’s it!” You 
know? I sort of went back and thought, 
well maybe that wasn’t it. Maybe that 
song deserves more, maybe there’s more 
in there that I haven’t yet found. And so I 
spent a lot more time on the structuring 
of the songs.

And it was worth it, because I think 
perhaps I made a record that stands out 
from the other two. It challenged me 
– now I write differently because of it. 
It was really good to see that I could go 
beyond what I had done. It was getting, 
to me, a little repetitive. I mean if you’re  
enjoying what you’re doing, that’s won-
derful – you have to love it. But I was 
starting to really wanna [makes snoring 
sound] fall asleep on stage and I thought, 
“uh oh, that’s not a good sign!” So yeah, 
the pressure no, but the inspiration came 
to push myself and put myself in a dif-
ferent environment that would be a bit 
more challenging for me. And what came 
out of it for me was well worth it.

And you moved to LA to do it?
I did, yeah. It was fun! I got to go to the 
beach a lot, and I drank a lot of water be-
cause that’s what people do there [laughs]. 
I didn’t jog – a lot of people do that there. 
It was fun though, it was really nice to be 
in a really sunny place, especially from  
Seattle where it rains all the time. It was 
refreshing – having days off and being 
able to go to the ocean. It was nice to be 
in a different environment.

You said your first two records came from 
a really personal place, and it seems like 
you delved much more into fiction for this 
third album?
In a way, yeah. It’s funny, I used to tell 
people that I can’t write that way. I just 
can’t write fiction-based. And I had such 
a struggle with it. I was saying the other 
day to someone that I really empathise 
with people, and he said, “well you can’t 
empathise with everyone Rosie”. And I 
was like, “well what do you mean?” And 
he said, “well to empathise you have to go 
through it.” And I was like, “oh that’s right, 
that’s the difference between empathy and 
sympathy.” But, what I realised from it is 
that that is really what I want. I want to 
be able to able to empathise with people. 
And the only way I know how to do that is 
by being available to myself, being honest 
with myself, about my struggle, the things 
I go through, and therefore maybe some-
one can empathise with me. Because if 
that can happen then there’s a great con-
nection that’s made and then at the end 
of your life you can go, “I did something 
that hopefully provoked somebody to 
feel.” Right? By being vulnerable, and who 
I am in my own expression. That’s really 
important to me.

So on this record, I step outside of it 
a bit, but what I laugh about is I used to 
think I could never write fiction-based; 
however, what I realised is that writing 
fiction-based is still writing for yourself. 
Even the way you see things or write about 
things. What I realised at the end of the 
day is that it still filters through me. It still 
provokes me to think, “how would I deal 
with that?” And so I realise again that we 
all are very similar. Even if I try to write 
outside of what I know, it’s still something 
that I describe the way I would know it to 
be. But it’s freeing. It’s refreshing to not 
make it so personal. So at the end of the 
day, I don’t have to go, “I just spilled my 
gut!” [punches the table melodramatically, 
then laughs]. I mean I still will, somehow, 
because it’s important to me and always 
will be I think.

Would you ever write a song from a man’s 
point of view?
You know, I have done a couple of those. 
Yeah, I need to do more of those from the 
guy’s point of view…I’ll just change the 
words, just from girl to boy [laughs]. Yeah, 
I’ve tried that actually, but on this record, 
Death Came & Got Me is about a guy friend 
of mine. Romantically, I haven’t really 

done it that way, but that would be a good 
challenge. Thank you! I need that [laughs 
again]. I’ll write that down.

It’s interesting to me from that perspective 
that you do comedy as well. We’ve seen you 
when you’ve done both in one performance. 
How do you think those two things inter-
act? Because I don’t think anybody else 
does that!
Yeah, it’s bizarre. But it’s weird though 
– I think they come from similar places. 
And the reason is because music is such 
a personal thing to me and comedy is 
quite the opposite, yet in our daily walk, 
our daily lives – getting up in the morn-
ing can be a struggle, but then there’s the 
one friend you run into who makes you 
laugh. So we need both, don’t we, to get 
through. And what I realise is music is 
so important to me because it’s the core 
of who I am, it’s the real personal truth. I 
would rather hang out with someone that 
engages with me personally than plays 
the jokester all the time. But at the end of 
the day it’s nice to have the jokester there. 
I think what I realised is that it’s really  
enjoyable to me to offer both to people. 
The struggle, the reality, the things that 
we ponder and question, and who I really 
am and being open to that. And then, by  
being able to do that, I can extend laugh-
ter and comedy because we all need that. 
It’s sort of a full circle. It can come across 
as lunacy though! Which I’ve definitely  
received [laughs]! But it’s important to me.

Gosh, look at you guys, you’re doing 
what you love, you’re doing something 
you’re passionate about. You wouldn’t 
want anybody to tell you how to do it. 
Because it has to come from you for you 
to make a difference with somebody. By 
sticking to who you are and seeing your 
loveliness really. Because I do. I wake up 
and go, “I’m lovely”. Really, I am. And dys-
functional and sporadic and up and down 
as it is, it’s exactly the way I’m supposed 
to be, and if I can own that, then I can do 
something with that. By being present, 
and by being forgiving with myself, and 
by really just seeing the loveliness of what 
uniquely I can offer as an individual that 
would be different from what you can of-
fer. And not being prideful, but to really 
just be grateful. I mean, I’m really grateful. 
I really am really grateful for my life. It’s 
a pleasure to be able to get to that point 
where I can really say that, and finally 
wake up and go, “yeah, I like me alright. 
There’s a lot of fixing to do but I’m alright.” 
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But I think I can only do that because it’s 
taken me some hills to climb to get there, 
to be honest about who I am. For the sake 
of even being, gosh, for the sake of all of 
us to be mocked, or for someone to read 
your magazine and go, “I don’t like it.” Big 
deal. You love it and that’s the thing that 
matters, and you think what you’re doing 
is making a difference and it will make a 
difference.

The fact that I’m here in London is ri-
diculous! Performing! I mean, that never 
ceases to amaze me. I’m like, “look at you 
in your pink dress. Wow! Yeah!” It’s just 
fabulous. I think we all have the ability 
for it. If we could only see that in our-
selves. It’s hard to do it, it’s very hard.  
Believe me, I say that as if I know it so well, 
and I sometimes have to say it out loud to 
remind myself, because it’s a struggle.

You were saying you’re happy with where 
you are right now. It’s no wonder, really, 
you’ve become so successful. And so quick-
ly! I mean, you’re on Sub Pop, and you’re 
quite an unusual addition to most of the 
other bands they have. And you’ve toured 
here so many times. I’m quite interested to 
know what you want to do next really!
You know what, I don’t know! I was tell-
ing someone earlier – he said, “Rosie, 
what’s the craziest thing you could do?” 
And I was like, well I suppose I’m meant 
to say climb Mount Everest or something 
but you know, I think having kids would 
be, like to me, everything that’s nor-
mal… well, what is normal, I guess we 
could argue… but for the most part, get-
ting married and having kids, that would 
be like climbing Mount Everest to me. 
Like “woah!” You know, the more that I 
do what I love, life can become so self-
based, me me me, it seemed to become 
that. I didn’t mean it to be, because what 
I really felt was that if I could really focus 
on what I am supposed to do then I can 
affect people and then I can affect my-
self and that would be the most perfect 
thing. If I could really be that vulnerable, 
I can plant a seed, I can say something 
that maybe would provoke thought, 
make someone’s heart soften and hope-
fully it could soften mine too. And now 
I think, maybe I should have kids and 
hang out with them. Like, have a family 
to go home to and things like that. I feel 
very thankful because I’ve done a lot of 
the things I wanted to do. Not that it’s 
over by any means, good God, there’s so 
much more and it changes all the time.
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I remember when Sub Pop first asked 
me to do the record, I honestly thought 
that they were joking. “You’ve gotta be 
crazy!” I said, “look at me! I look like Lau-
ra Ingalls! Like the Amish! What the hell? 
How does this fit? You can’t go from The 
Murder City Devils to this, it’s insane!” 
But then, he said the word. He said, “well 
I’m willing to take a risk if you are.” And 
it’s like, aww man, that’s like somebody 
calling me chicken. When someone says 
“take a risk,” I’m like, “if you tell me what 
to do I’ll do it.” Because I think, gosh, 
that’s what gives me that rush in life. My 
father said to me once, “you’ll never know 
unless you try it.” But he always said, “you 
gotta love what you do first. And if you 
love what you do Rosie, you can’t fail.” 
Even with music, it’s sort of become a 
friend to me in a way. I’m so passionate 
about it and I love it so much that I can 
disregard expecting that the world is sup-
posed to love it too.

It’s really wonderful because I think it’s 
such a search for so many people. I hear 
my friends say all the time still, “I don’t 
know what I’m supposed to do.” I met this 
eight year old when I was a camp counsel-
lor one summer. We were playing hockey 
and I said, “Sam what’s wrong?” And he 
said, “Wosie,” (he talked like Elmer Fudd) 
“I just don’t know what I’m supposed to 
do with my wife. I don’t know what my 
mission in wife is.” I started crying, I was 
like, “you’re eight! You’re already that pas-
sionate!” But then I thought, aren’t we 
all though? Even at eight or ten or fifty 

or whatever age, still trying to figure out 
what that is. And so I feel so fortunate 
that I figured that out, for one, and then 
going beyond that. Being able to actually 
do it, to make a living at it is just quite an 
experience and I feel extremely grateful 
for it. So yeah, it was quite a surprise, but 
it was the risk factor! When he was like, 
“you wanna take a risk?” I was like, “you 
bastard. I’m in!” [laughs]. And it turns out 
it was an alright risk, you know. And even 
had it not been, it still would have been 
worth it because it still would have helped 
me figure out, at the end of the day, that I 
lived a life that was courageous, a life that 
taught me things. By stepping out, even 
mockery, whatever comes with it, bring it 
on. So yeah, it’s a good surprise – there’s 
plenty of bad ones! [laughs]

You said once that you were planning to do 
an album of covers. Is that still on the cards 
for you?
Well here’s the deal. Now it’s changed a 
bit. Damien [Jurado] keeps touring and we 
were going to do it together. He’ll be like, 
“Rose, I’m going to…” and I’m all, “aww, 
man!” So I think Sufjan Stevens and I are 
going to do something. We already re-
corded a few songs together in the sum-
mer and then I’m going to go out there 
at Christmas and spend time with him 
in New York. And we’re going to record 
as many songs as we can. And then with 
Sam Beam from Iron & Wine – I’m going 
to shuttle over to Texas and we’re going 
to record some there too. So that might 

be the cover record, but covers and songs 
we’ve written together. I’m all about the 
collaboration lately, just because when I 
hang out with different people, so much 
different inspiration comes. The stuff  
Sufjan and I wrote this summer, I was like, 
“woah! Did I write that?” and he was like, 
“no, we wrote that!” 

We love Sufjan!
He is amazing. And what a wonderful 
human being that guy is. And that’s the 
thing. When I see people doing what they 
love and knowing who they are, what a 
priviledge. What a priviledge to see him 
doing well, and to know him. And he’s 
just so grounded, and just so lovely. He is 
the most scatterbrained person I’ve ever 
met in my life. He’ll lose everything in a 
day; I mean the most important things, 
he could lose his head. His glasses,  
everything he needs, he’ll lose and then 
he’ll still keep going. So yeah, that’s the 
next idea, and then the Sheila stuff [Shei-
la Saputo is Rosie’s stand-up comic alter ego], 
I’m also working on a documentary with 
her. So that should hopefully be done by 
spring because I want to tour it actually. 
I want her to come on as the opening 
band and just freak people out! 

Is that the Raspberry Jams?
No, Strawberry Jam. Raspberry’s good 
too though!

Does that go over well in Europe, the com-
edy? Do people get it?
The first time I had her open for me in 
London I think two people laughed. I 
don’t think they knew what was going 
on. It was really exciting though, because 
I kind of wanted that. It was at the Bor-
derline, I think it was for an encore, and I 
thought instead of coming out for a song 
I’d come out as this. And I think people 
were like, “What? Who? Why?” And then 
the jokes are different. I’ve had to learn 
the lingo a bit, because the jokes are a bit 
different here. So some of the stuff didn’t 
come across very well, but I love that stuff 
man, I think it’s hilarious.

I’ll tell you man, if you want a challenge 
in life, do stand-up comedy. There’s noth-
ing more challenging. Because if people 
don’t laugh, it’s over! Oh God, and how 
do you dig out? But it drives me, I love it! 
The first time I ever did Sheila on stage, 
nobody laughed because they didn’t know 
it was me, they didn’t know what was go-
ing on, and that’s what I wanted it to be! I 
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wanted them to really believe it was a lu-
natic woman that I was bringing on tour. 
It was the most uncomfortable ten min-
utes of my life, it was incredible and not 
once did I break character even though I 
wanted to so badly, like “I’m sorry! It’s me!” 
That’s so me to wanna be like, “let me com-
fort you!” But I kept thinking, “don’t do it! 
Freak these people out! You’re freaked out 
so let’s all freak out!” And someone had 
heckled me, or heckled Sheila, and said, 
“my God, get off the stage!” or something, 
it was great [laughs]. And then after he 
came up to me and was like “Rosie?” and I 
was like “yes sir?” And he said, “it was you 
wasn’t it?” And I was like, “[whispers] yeah 
but don’t tell anybody!” And he was like, 
“well I heckled you, I’m sorry,” and I said, 
“no it was perfect! It was awesome!” 

You covered a couple of old country songs 
on your new album.
Yeah, one with Mr Ed Harcourt.

Yeah, that’s a beautiful song. How did that 
come about?
I called him [laughs]. I had the pleasure 
of meeting him a few times and his voice 
blows me away. Oh man, his voice! It’s a 
problem, I’m telling you. Woah! He came 
to the studio and I was like, “Ed, buddy, 
you have to leave. I cannot watch you sing 
anymore.” He came to the studio and he 
was dangling off the door like a monkey, 
and my producer was just like “who is 
this guy?” And I was like, “you’re gonna 
love him. Don’t even ask, just love him.” 
He’s adorable. I met him a few years ago 
and he played piano all night, he did this 
press thing that Sub Pop had sent me on, 
and I’m not a big fan of those and there’s 
Ed, playing the piano for everybody in the 
hotel lobby until four in the morning. En-
tertaining everybody, and it was like, “this 
guy is amazing!” So he happened to be in 
Seattle playing a show and I was trying to 
figure out who I wanted to do the duet 
with, and I thought, “Ed’s going to be in 
town, let’s call him.” So he came, and that 
worked out great. 

Who do you consider your major influenc-
es? Not only musical… seeing as your lyrics 
are often very literary, I wondered if you 
had literary influences?
Well, that’s a great question. I would still 
have to say though that although I’m a 
fan of poetry, I’ve had a hard time with it. 
Like, can I really read this without laugh-
ing my ass off? I’ve become more of a fan 

of poetry and that type of literary work as 
of late, so I think going back, it would be 
more folk musicians that have influenced 
me. Joni Mitchell, of course, is a huge one. 
And Stevie Wonder, Motown. I think that 
was the thing that really encouraged me 
in writing from the heart. It wasn’t even 
lyrically, it was more the presence of the 
voice that I heard in the songs my father 
introduced us to. Aretha Franklin’s voice – 
it didn’t matter what she was saying, even 
though the songs are great, it was just I 
kept listening to her voice. She could have 
been mumbling anything and I believed 
every word. I thought, this woman’s soul 
is crying out. It’s joy-filled and I could feel 
it in the way she sang and that inspired 
me more than anything, just that soul.

And so when I thought about writing, 
how could you write and bring that into 
it as well, not just the voice but the whole 
package deal, it was really Motown music 
that was a huge influence, growing up in 
Detroit, especially. My father, who was a 
musician as well, was always opening us 
up to rock and roll and introducing us to 
the Beatles and everything. But Motown 
was what stuck with me, more than any-
thing. Stevie Wonder was a huge one, oh 
my God. His lyrics and the way he would 
describe something, it just made my heart 
fall out. And I wanted to write that way.

It was Joni Mitchell that made me think, 
I wonder if I could ever convey something 
like she conveys it. Not even vocally, just 
lyrically – I thought, how could I write 
something that’s that specific. I can see 
every colour, everything in that room, the 
place that she’s sitting, all of it. I’m still, 
oh my gosh, I don’t know if I will ever… 
that’s a talent of hers that is beyond any-
thing I know. It’s ridiculous, how perfect 
she is at description. At describing every 
aspect, so you feel that you’re there. And 
I think that’s why writing from the heart 
is really important to me, because I have 
to believe that Joni Mitchell would write 
those songs because she really experi-
enced those things. You have to be a very 
open person to be able to write like that. 
If you’re open to life, in any area, if you’re 
heart is soft and you can take in joy and 
sorrow and all angles of it, I think how 
could you not write? Because if you’re a 
person who feels and allows that to re-
ally hit you, then there’s no way you can 
lose at trying to describe it, if you’re really 
honest about it.

I feel privileged because I think about 
life and it’s so hard-hearted, and I’m so 

thankful everyday that I’ve never got-
ten hard-hearted. I’ve never gotten jaded 
somehow. Every time I fall in love, I give 
it all. Again, and again! Like, “yeah, this 
is it!” There’s never that part like, “you’re 
going to fail me.” No, I go into it like it’s 
a brand new experience and I feel so 
privileged that I take in life that way. Even 
being in Europe, the first time I came I 
remember thinking, “I’ll never see these 
buildings like I’m seeing them now.” But I 
made myself. I have to stop and go, “don’t 
become a jerk just because you saw it al-
ready, take that in!” I have to remind my-
self sometimes to remain vulnerable. 

One last thing. I wanted to ask you about 
the album artwork, is it by a friend of yours? 
I think it really captures the record.
My father, the classic musician, is always 
asking, “when are you going to put a pic-
ture of you and a guitar on the cover?” 
And I’m like “yeah dad, when we’re gone 
and buried. No and never.” So most of the 
pictures that are taken, I’m looking down 
and I don’t like the traditional shots, I 
try to steer away from that as much as 
possible. But with this record, he [Dave 
Pauls] wanted to do a painting and I’ve 
always been a big fan of his artwork, it’s 
just phenomenal. He’s been struggling 
for years, and you look at his artwork 
and think how is that possible? And he’s 
such a wonderful person. So, I called and 
said, “do you wanna do a portrait?” And 
he said “yeah,” and I said, “how about 
the whole record?” And he said, “really?” 
And I said, “yeah man, go to town.” I was 
a little bit worried. I knew it would be 
my face on the cover, but because it’s a 
painting I can forget it’s me and just look 
at it. I sent him the music and basically 
told him to do what he felt. It’s really 
important to me that when people are 
part of it – whether it’s melodically, the 
guitarist, the drummer – that they bring 
themselves into it.

With collaboration – if you’re going 
to do a magazine you don’t want to tell 
somebody what to do, you want to go, 
“I’m a writer on this level, and then you 
bring into it what you bring.” And then 
by all of that, we can collaborate and by 
all of our creativity and our heart and 
minds, we can put something together. 
It’s really great. With Dave Pauls, I sent 
him the record and said, “I’m not going 
to give you any direction, I want to see 
what you get from it.” And it couldn’t 
have been more perfect. <
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