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Let the Soil Play Its Simple Part



For Caroline Shaw and Sō Percussion, conceiving and recording Let the Soil Play Its Simple Part was an opportunity to, in every sense of the word, play. At the end of their session for Shaw’s the Narrow Sea (2021, Nonesuch)—which features the five-part title composition she’d written in 2017 for the New York City-based percussion quartet, vocalist Dawn Upshaw, and pianist Gilbert Kalish—Shaw and Sō found themselves with an extra half day of studio time, a tantalizing blank slate to write on. Shaw quickly suggested they tackle a stripped-down arrangement for “Other Song,” a piece she’d originally written for the National Symphony Orchestra. 

With just Sō and Shaw working together in band-like fashion and Grammy-winning engineer Jonathan Lowe (The National, Taylor Swift) behind the board, this experiment yielded not only a new and more intimate version of “Other Song’; it was the first recording as a solo vocalist for Shaw, who won a Pulitzer Prize for Partita, a composition she wrote for and performed with the vocal group Roomful of Teeth. “Other Song” became the inspiration and impetus for making Let the Soil Play Its Simple Part, which finds Shaw front and center on ten songs written collaboratively—sometimes feverishly, as they set up creative challenges for themselves—with her longtime friends and colleagues in Sō Percussion: Eric Cha-Beach, Josh Quillen, Adam Sliwinski, and Jason Treuting.

“I had these bits of ‘Other Song,’” Shaw recalls, “so I made this abstract reduction of the song, with a verse-chorus structure and a wild build in the middle. The prompt for all of us was: what would we make in the room together if there were no single person in charge, the way a band writes in the studio? I hadn’t written many songs. I don’t think of myself as a songwriter. But I’ve certainly loved the form and the challenge of taking these particular textures, the things Sō and I love, and carving out a song structure and building an album that is more of that sensibility.”

Their impromptu band session, says co-producer Cha-Beach, “had that ‘capturing lightning in a bottle’ feeling. We were so excited that we made a nine- or ten-minute version of the song. But Jon is a super-amazing editor; he’s worked in a pop music context many times, and he’s always thinking about ways to make your ideas more succinct. That became a driving idea for the album. Sometimes a lot of our instincts are to make things big and broad and go on for twenty minutes. How do we edit ourselves to make them come across on an album? A lot of the songs started out in these longer ranges and got cut down to four or five minutes. ‘Other Song’ went so well, that we decided we have to try to do this more.”

Let the Soil Play Its Simple Part has, as its title indicates, a spring-like quality to it, with themes of regeneration and rebirth, and an overarching hopefulness—though that feeling may be as ephemeral as the season itself, because the shadows of death and mortality often lurk behind these songs. You can find the darkness if you look for it, but the music, and Shaw’s exuberant, often full-throated singing, make for an uplifting experience. The instrumental tracks they chose for the disc were often the first or second takes, so there’s a thrilling immediacy to the performances. Though pop-music fans may know of Shaw from the innovative music she made with rappers Nas and Kanye West, who also invited her on his Life of Pablo tour, this is largely new terrain for her. 

Perhaps to underscore the theme of Let the Soil…, Sō used flowerpots as one of their percussive tools—a favored instrument of Shaw’s, previously featured on Taxidermy, a shorter piece Shaw wrote for Sō that was on the Narrow Sea album. Though Shaw herself composed most of the lyrics, with Josh Quillen penning them for “Cast the Bells,” she also turned to writers she has drawn sustenance from: the eighteenth-century devotional lyricist Anne Steele (“To the Sky”), the prodigious gospel writer Alfred E. Brumley (“Some Bright Morning”), and her friend, the poet Anne Carson (“Gradual Dazzle”). Songs from the Sacred Harp tradition, like those with words by Steele, remain a touchstone; she even employed a form of shape-note notation for the “Other Song” arrangement. Haunting, mellifluous phrases from James Joyce’s Ulysses are employed (“The Flood is Following Me,” “A Veil Awave Upon A Wave”). Shaw also ingeniously adapts the chorus of Abba’s “Lay All Your Love on Me” for a hypnotic duet with Adam Sliwinski, just voice and marimba, by turns an incantation and a lamentation.

As Shaw explains, “I had been obsessed with ‘Lay All Your Love on Me.’ For a while Abba Gold was a constant, a real go-to for me. There are so many delicious songs on it, but I love ‘Lay All Your Love on Me’ because it’s really a Bach chorale. It has that same kind of chord progression that pivots minor to major. This idea of someone singing that over and over very slowly has a certain tragedy to it. And I just wanted to try it. We figured out the music, and then I said, ‘Let’s do it at this tempo, no faster.’ ‘What about the verses?’ Adam asked. I said, ‘Nope, just the chorus.’ And then Adam did some beautiful, absolutely exquisite layering and we built this stunning world from the marimba.”

“Some Bright Morning” is similarly transformative. On this duet with Cha-Beach, in which he creates layers of drone with electronics, piano, and organ, Shaw takes the words from Albert E. Brumley’s spiritually yearning “I’ll Fly Away”—best known these days from a version Alison Krauss and Gillian Welch recorded for O Brother, Where Art Thou?—and pairs them with an arrangement of the plainchant, “Salve Regina.” Recounts Shaw, “There’s an old ‘Salve Regina’ that I used to sing at the Christ Church in New Haven, a twelfth century melody. I sang it every Sunday night with this choir. It was a deeply musical experience for me. And I said, ‘This is a melody I know deeper than any tune ever. I would love to sing this, but with no words, and sometimes we’ll see if words pop out.’ Eric suggested going back to ‘I’ll Fly Away,’ which is a song I’ve now made a few different versions of, just the words. Then Eric built this gorgeous deep drone world that I would climb inside.”

Let the Soil Play Its Simple Part speaks to Shaw’s own history, to the music that has helped shape her vision as a composer, as well as to the shared experience of Shaw and Sō Percussion, whom she has known since they were all at the Yale School of Music. As Cha-Beach notes, “‘Other Song’ and ‘Let the Soil…’ were very specifically composed by Caroline: the words, the melodies, the harmonies. But every other track was an assemblage of ideas, finding words from somewhere, finding an idea for how a melody could work, finding a harmony, tossing it into a blender, and trusting each other to say, when something wasn’t working quite yet, ‘Let’s keep fiddling with it.’ [Opening track] ‘To the Sky’ came out very differently than our original session. It’s a song that Jason had written, that had a long, very beautiful opening to it. We were in the process of editing and thinking, what could Caroline sing with this, and that was where we went back to the Sacred Harp and we found those words by Anne Steele (‘So Fades the Lovely, Blooming Flower’), written in the late 1700s. We had Caroline start improvising with that, we cut out some syllables, got a more interesting lilt to a phrase, then she just started belting and we thought, ‘We’ve got to find a way to use this. In the course of three minutes, it went from a very spacious, ambient-style opening to a crazy epic, with Caroline singing her heart out and everybody raging on their instruments.”

A serendipitous quality distinguished this project throughout, a benevolent magic, as the musicians literally found, in unexpected ways, the time to keep working. Sō Percussion had been asked to play a local benefit by Dave and Sara Snyder, owners of Guildford Sound in Southern Vermont. In exchange, the couple offered the quartet a few days of time at their studio, a bucolic retreat set on 400 acres, and Shaw rejoined them there. Says Cha-Beach, “We went back in with a handful of things, material we were ready to try, but we were also in this luxurious position to be in a studio and try some crazy ideas. That’s when we decided Caroline would do a duet with each of us. The first one was Caroline with Josh. Josh plays the steel drums. That became ‘Let the Soil...’ Caroline said, ‘Let’s go apart for sixty minutes and I’m going to write whatever I can. Then we are going to come back together and we are going to record it.’ She wrote the whole thing—lyrics, melody, harmony, everything—in under an hour. She handed it to Josh and he learned the chords. That song as you hear it on the album is virtually one single pass.  We kept having this experience of trying a crazy idea—and having it go really well.”

[bookmark: _Hlk71733248]Shaw echoes his enthusiasm: “Josh is an amazing steel pan player. I wrote out these odd little chords and said, ‘Here’s essentially a kind of verse and a kind of chorus. Otherwise, we’re loose. Here’s the harmonic progression.’ An hour before, I went into a free writing zone, very much inspired by James Joyce. Let me take on that brain space and build something. I can’t explain the turns and corners the song goes through lyrically. But it’s related to memory, a love song to someone who’s gone or passed away or that you’re no longer with. What is the sound of that devastation or confusion or love? I think we did two passes on the song. I think the one on the record is the first pass, and we didn’t record anything else. I feel taken with that one because it’s very spare, the playing is very Josh, so sensitive.”

With Jason Treuting, the duet, “Long Ago We Counted,” became a dialogue between voice and drum kit: “Jason is a remarkable drum kit player. I said, ‘Do whatever you want; let’s start with the voice and the kit having a weird conversation, like two babies talking to each other. How do they talk to each other?’ We go from this place that is totally uncomfortable and nonsensical, but also delicious, into something that is rich and rolling and satisfying. The lyrics, the topline, came almost a year later.”

Shaw and Sō regrouped at the quartet’s own studio in Brooklyn to further refine the material, and Shaw even recorded some of her vocals in her New York City apartment. Tending to these songs together over the course of several seasons, they made them grow. As Shaw concludes, “What I love about Sō is the curiosity about how objects make sounds and how they speak to each other. [There was an] underlying thread of thinking about what goes into soil, how we take care of it, how we allow it to be itself, how we contain it, and what can come out of it if you cultivate the right environment. Which for me is always this wonderful metaphor for creativity and collaboration: let people be themselves and see what happens.”

—Michael Hill
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