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VISITING 
OTHER 
SELVES

hen she was younger, Lucy 
Dacus lived by a number of 
rules. No drinking, no drugs, 
no sex — all hallmarks of her 

religious upbringing. 
 Commenting on her past self, Dacus 
muses, “She [was] the type of person 
that would say the word ‘wedlock,’ just 
deeply inheriting vocabulary from 
church.” And that previous version of 
herself apparently wouldn’t approve of 
how the singer-songwriter lives now.
 On her third album, Home Video, 
which came out in June, Dacus revisits 
her childhood in Richmond, Virginia, 

through clandestine, episodic glimpses 
that include Vacation Bible School, old 
movies, and sneaking out of her parents’ 
house. Weighted with years of 
perspective, the album follows the ghost 
of who Dacus once was.
 “Through this album cycle, I’ve been 
feeling watched by a high school version 
of me. I feel like I kind of reawakened 
her by making these songs, and I feel 
this impulse to represent her in a way 
that she would be happy with, and yet 
she doesn’t exist,” Dacus says. “The 
closest thing is me now, but I do feel 
judged by and watched by her.”

 That anxiety is pressing from the 
opening track. On “Hot and Heavy,” she 
sings, “Being back here makes me hot in 
the face / Hot blood in my pulsing veins / 
heavy memories weighing on my brain,” 
instantly immersed in the heat of 
recollection. What was most difficult 
when Dacus looked to the past, she says, 
was confronting both who she was and 
what she did. Even if nothing was 
objectively irresponsible or cruel, 
perspective caused revelations when she 
considered the formerly mundane. 
 Such a revelation is clear on the 
Auto-Tuned “Partner in Crime,” the 
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Lucy Dacus’ Home Video 
reflects who she used to be

by Caitlin Wolper

EB
RU

 Y
IL

DI
Z

70



EB
RU

 Y
IL

DI
Z

71



n the summer of 2019, singer, 
songwriter, and multi-instru-mentalist 
Allison Russell hit the road with Our 
Native Daughters — her supergroup of a 
roots quartet with Rhiannon Giddens, 
Amythyst Kiah, and Leyla McCalla — for 
a tour that was, quite literally, a family 
affair. The moms in the band brought 
their children along for the ride, which 
meant that Russell and her young 
daughter, Ida, shared a bunk on the 
packed bus for the weeks-long journey. 
During the day, the tour nannies took the 
kids on adventures in whichever city 
they’d stopped in while Our Native 
Daughters sound-checked and prepared 
for their gig. At night, their mothers gave 
voice to the deep pain, transcendent joy, 
and the traumas, both modern and 
inherited, they’d experienced as Black 
women while reflecting on these sinister 
afflictions on their ancestors and 
themselves. 
 Every night, Russell would sing 
“Quasheba, Quasheba,” one of her 
contributions to the group’s 2019 album, 
Songs of Our Native Daughters. Over 
mournful strings and a steady beat, 
Russell’s voice — luminous and 
empathetic, yet resonant with a vibrato 

steeped in sorrow — invoked the 
strength of one of her relatives. Russell 
grew up in Montreal, first in foster care 
and then with her mother and her 
adoptive father — a white supremacist 
who abused her, sexually and 
emotionally, throughout her childhood 
— before she left home at the age of 15. 
She eventually reported him to the 
authorities, and he served a brief 
sentence for his crimes.
 Russell didn’t connect with her 
biological father and the Black side of 
her family until 2018, right when Our 
Native Daughters had begun to work on 
the album. While getting acquainted 
with him and her newfound family, she 
learned that a distant cousin had delved 
deep into their Grenadian lineage and 
traced its roots to its matriarch, 
Quasheba, who had survived the 
unspeakable horrors of slavery. 
 “She endured things that I can’t even 
imagine — being ripped from home, 
culture, language, any kind of love from 
her family,” she says of her muse. “She 
survived the Middle Passage and 
multiple sails. She survived constant 
abuse and rape, and her children being 
taken and sold. She survived all of that 

— and that’s why I’m here, and that’s why 
my daughter is here.” 
 After her performances, Russell 
would return to her bunk, where Ida was 
sleeping, and she would write. A 
floodgate opened, one that heralded a 
breakthrough and a reckoning all at 
once, as songs started “pouring out” of 
her. Through telling Quasheba’s story, 
she had finally arrived at a place where 
she could completely, and candidly, tell 
her own. 

Excavating History

Outside Child, released by Fantasy 
Records in May, is a debut solo album 
and an autobiography for Russell. She 
had never before written directly about 
the waking nightmares of her childhood 
and the scars they left behind, and the 
record serves as a testimony of her 
survival.
 Though Russell understood the 
drastic differences between Quasheba’s 
plight and her own childhood, she saw 
several parallels as she wrote. “I had this 
almost dissociative, strange 
understanding of how similar our lives 
had actually been,” she says. “My 

“The delivery is paramount with a record like this. You can’t  
over-sing it. You can’t under-sing it. You can’t over-shrill it or  

over-stylize it or over-effect it, and you must feel it in every line.” 
Yola

manipulated musicality of which echoes 
the exaggerated truth of its narrative — 
from “When I asked you to coffee / Could 
you tell I don’t drink it?” to “When you 
asked my age, I lied ... It’s not your fault, 
it’s mine.” Written about her 
relationship with an older person, Dacus 
reflects, “At the time I felt like I was 
prepared for it … [but] just because you 
know the risks doesn’t mean that you’re 
impervious to them.”
 Now, she continues, “I feel like I’m 
constantly reassessing [the past] 
because I’ve realized how little insight I 
had in the moment. If anything, I’ve 

learned to trust myself less through this 
[album-writing] process because I’ll 
read back through my journals and 
expect to see something that was really 
important to me … but I was editing in 
real time. And I can admit things now. I 
couldn’t admit them, and so I trust 
myself about who I was when I was 16 
more now than I would have trusted my 
16-year-old self.” 

‘Endless Care’

Dacus hesitates to describe her younger 
self in specific terms; she speaks more 

readily of the church doctrines that 
defined her early years. However, one 
trait has remained steady throughout 
her life: She places friendship as the 
“highest form of love” and prides herself 
on hosting, gathering, and connecting 
people with friends, housing, and other 
opportunities. 
 Home Video’s retellings make clear 
her endless benevolence: a 
determination to shelter, guard, and 
care for those she loves. It’s implicit on 
“Going Going Gone,” a warm track 
almost reminiscent of children’s 
nursery rhymes in its bouncy simplicity. 
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childhood was essentially a form of 
enslavement to a white supremacist 
man, my adoptive father, who essentially 
believed that he owned me, and that I 
was less human than he — that was at 
the core of his treatment of me. He was 
the product of abuse himself, of course, 
as most abusers are. … I didn’t even 
understand, fully, what an intense block 
I had before finally delving into this 
material and excavating that history, and 
stepping forward as an artist in my own 
name.”
 The 11-track album begins with the 
languid and jazz-inflected “Montreal,” a 
melancholic ode to her hometown and a 
prologue for what follows: She weaves 
recollections of the abuse she weathered 
throughout the album, along with the 
perspective forged by her internal work 
to overcome it. 
 After fleeing Montreal as a teenager 
(an escape she details in “The Runner,” 
the hardest-rocking track on the record), 
Russell landed in Vancouver, where she 
became an active member of the city’s 
folk scene. She played banjo, guitar, and 
clarinet in Fear of Drinking and Po’ Girl, 
the folk outfit she founded, as she honed 
her chops as a songwriter, and found a 

home on each stage of the folk festival 
circuit. In 2006, she met Giddens, her 
future Our Native Daughters bandmate, 
at the Vancouver Folk Festival. 
 Midwestern folk artist JT Nero came 
into her orbit when he toured through 
Vancouver, and their musical 
admiration grew into a creative and 
romantic partnership: They first 
collaborated on Nero’s 2011 solo effort 
mountains/forests, and eventually she 
joined Nero in Chicago, where the couple 
formed their roots-rock duo, Birds of 
Chicago. The duo released its self-titled, 
crowdfunded debut in 2012 and built an 
international following with 2016’s Real 
Midnight and 2018’s Love in Wartime. 
They started a family when Ida was born 
in 2013. 
 Although Outside Child didn’t 
coalesce until Ida reached grade school, 
the album really begins with her arrival. 
 “When I became a mother, a lot of 
things shifted for me, and I started to 
have an urgency about telling my story, 
because I know how all these cycles of 
abuse work,” she says. “You get shamed 
into silence, and that aids and abets a 
continuance of the cycle. When I became 
a mother, I realized I couldn’t be part 

— even tacitly, or implicitly — of 
continuing that cycle. In order to break 
it, truly, not just for me but for hopefully 
future generations, would be to directly 
face it and deal with it and talk about it 
and sing about it and do whatever I could 
to shift it.” 

Voice as a Vessel 

Today, Russell and Nero are based in 
Nashville, and they share a home with 
soul singer Yola, who’s been their dear 
friend since the moment they met at the 
Calgary Folk Festival in 2017. When 
Russell set out to record Outside Child in 
2020, she invited Yola and other close 
musician friends including Erin Rae 
and Ruth Moody to join her in the 
studio. Many conversations transpired 
at their kitchen table — about Outside 
Child and the abuse that informed it, but 
also the strength and vulnerability of 
Black women and the reductive 
portrayal of their stories across popular 
culture. 
 “The thing that I found really 
inspiring about this record was that it 
was nothing but nuance,” says Yola, who 
contributes backing vocals to “The 

After the group vocals, there’s laughter 
and conversation among her and the 
backup singers; Dacus thanks them, 
then says, “I owe y’all … whatever you ask 
for.” 
 Her collaborators on that song, 
Phoebe Bridgers and Julien Baker, who 
join her in side project boygenius, are 
deeply familiar with what Bridgers 
describes as Dacus’ “endless care.” She’s 
“all-knowing and very wise,” Bridgers 
continues. And more directly, “She sees 
through my bullshit.”
 Baker agrees: “Lucy’s quite an open 
person, an inviting person, in a genuine 
way. She facilitates inclusion, and it 
brings her joy.” 
 Both agree Dacus is fiercely 
protective. As Dacus says, “I want 
everyone in my life to be experiencing 
the maximum amount of joy and 
security that they can, and I will crush 
any force that is trying to ruin that in 
whatever way that I can.” 
 Sometimes on Home Video, it’s 
almost painful for listeners to hear how 
readily Dacus gives away that love. In 
tender, lilting “Christine,” Dacus bursts 
with adoration, while also protesting her 
friend’s relationship: “But if you get 
married, I’d object / Throw my shoe at 
the altar and lose your respect / I’d 
rather lose my dignity / Than lose you to 
somebody who won’t make you happy.” 
Even writing and releasing the song 
meant Dacus ran the risk of losing 
“Christine,” but she was willing to 
sacrifice their relationship in favor of 
her friend’s future well-being. In 
“Thumbs,” too, Dacus comforts a friend 
who meets with her father after 10 years 
apart, singing that they’re “connected by 
a pure coincidence” and stressing, “I 
would kill him / If you let me.” 
 On an album that’s so intertwined 
with personal stories, there’s a risk of 
upsetting or offending people who are 
part of that past — it’s something Dacus 
was worried about, even though, in a 

self-professed “bold move,” she included 
the names of everyone who inspired a 
song in her record packaging’s 
acknowledgements.  
 “I recognize in this album, more than 
myself, all the other people. This album 
feels less like auto-fiction [than] a 
catalog of characters from my life. I’m 
the consistent character, but every single 
song — apart from ‘Hot and Heavy,’ 
which is kind of about me — is about a 
specific person in my life,” Dacus says. “I 
had not really felt able, up until this 
point, to speak about other people’s lives: 
I felt like I could only touch on my own.” 

Personal Lore
 
Home Video focuses on the bigger 
implications of what, at the time, 
appeared to be inconsequential events 
in Dacus’ early life. The record also 
shows the reverse — the moments that 
seemed important at the time, but were 
far less consequential in the long run. 
 “I actually think about ghosts a lot in 
different capacities, I mean literally 
ghosts, like, I believe in ghosts,” Dacus 
says. “I didn’t for a long time, but then 
you have experiences, and then you can’t 
not believe in ghosts.” But for her, 
dredging up these memories meant 
confronting ghosts far more familiar, 
recent, and living.  
 “There are some people that I’ve 
given power to by writing a song about 
them, even people who I don’t want to 
have power, so that feels complicated — 
to breathe new life into something that I 
had actually closed or thought I had 
closed,” Dacus says.
 “You’re shaped by everything that 
you’ve come into contact with, whether 
you like it or not — things that you had 
control over, but also things that you 
didn’t have control over. And I’ve been 
shaped by pain that people have put me 
through,” Dacus says. “And I’m not 
saying everyone should experience pain, 

it’s a growing exercise, but I do think that 
I grew because of those things, or at least 
I have an awareness that follows me.” 
 It’s an awareness that the film-boy 
prototype in “Brando” only liked the idea 
of her (“All I need for you to admit / Is 
that you never knew me like you thought 
you did”). It’s an awareness on “First 
Time” that the past informs the future 
(“I can’t go back to who I was before I 
met you / I can’t undo what I’ve done, 
and I wouldn’t want to”). And above all, 
it’s an awareness of the importance that 
relationships have played in her life: Her 
love for and relationships with others 
have been integral in the development of 
her identity. 
 Dacus has honored current 
relationships by including “people that I 
love and trust to be a part of my work so I 
can capture aspects of them forever,” 
including a friend’s art and tapping 
another to be a stylist. Then of course, 
there’s the inclusion of a number of 
singers beyond Baker and Bridgers on 
the record.
 “The most meaningful [inclusion] to 
me was making the ‘Hot and Heavy’ 
video and having my grandma be in it. 
She has dementia, and doesn’t actually 
remember recording, but whenever she 
watches the video, it’s like, ‘There I am!’” 
Dacus says. “Every time, it’s like the first 
time.”
 Perhaps the most potent aspect of 
Home Video is how it captures Dacus’ 
personal lore, a diary entry revised, 
amended, and honest. Though the 
stories are bottled to the record, they live 
on as a package that will follow Dacus 
into the future, an inextricable part of 
her and her artistic trajectory. 
 “I had a friend who, we really liked 
this idea of future ghosts when we were 
younger, and how you build your ghost 
now,” Dacus says. “Recording in any sort 
of way is like binding the soul to 
something. All my journals contain me 
and all my records contain me.” ■KR
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