Soldier’s  Song

Inside a city, inside a building, inside a room, inside a shed I am inside the littlest Russian doll and it is playing Sweet Home Alabama. It is a karaoke shed in an art gallery.

I spent an afternoon in this karaoke booth and I found it hard to leave, just like real karaoke, I didn’t want to let go of the microphone. I felt captivated and caught all at once. Beyond the frivolity and familiarity of singing badly to bad songs was a sharp snag, the person singing with me was a serving soldier. This intimate encounter catches you off guard because you know karaoke, you know the songs, you know the war, you know the news, and you know that people get killed; perhaps with startling flippancy and non-thought. Soldier’s Song forces you to reconsider uncomfortably close up and candidly these ideas when we might prefer to see panoramically, or not at all.

To the soundtrack of Robbie Williams’ Angels I am thinking of the terrible things that happen far away. I am humbled by being sung to by a stranger, and left wondering what I think about this person who is prepared to fight in a war for my country. I am curious, grateful, sober. And it’s happening whilst singing along to an achingly big pop song. Just like life then, when the going gets tough, it’s not clever you want, but obvious, unashamedly heartfelt gestures, sentiments and music. 

I think this is what this piece does the best, it allows us to have fun and then get caught out by something more poignant.

The shed sheltered me from the outside world and meant I could invest in the experience without being aware of being experienced by anyone else. I sort of fell  into the world a lot easier, allowing a genuine connection to be made, away from the members of staff, visitors, fire exits, gift shop.

I listened to most of the soldiers singing and didn’t want to say goodbye. I liked the certainty, the permanence of their presence in videos, when their working lives are so much more precarious. I left feeling privileged to share time in the soldier’s company, and left to face both the wonder and cruelty of the fleetingness of being human.

