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T
wenty years ago, lightning struck
twice for Death Cab for Cutie
frontman Ben Gibbard. That year
marked not only the release of

the band’s breakthrough album Transat-
lanticism, but also ofGive Up, the debut ef-
fort of his acclaimed one-off project, the
Postal Service. At the helm of two of indie
rock’s most influential projects, Gibbard
is known for his incisive lyrics and deeply
emotional songs,whichbuild tocathartic,
anthemic releases. Later this year, he’ll
pull double duty on a six-week tour, hit-
ting the roadwith bothbands to celebrate
the two anniversaries, performing each
album in its entirety.
Ahead of that tour, Death Cab for Cutie

will play back-to-back shows at Toronto’s
Massey Hall, on June 2 and 3. The Globe
spoke with Gibbard about the band’s 25-
year legacy and his thoughts on looking
back.

What does it mean to be celebrating Trans-
atlanticism and Give Up 20 years later?

A lot of that material on Transatlanticism
hasbeensucha largepartof the live set for
Death Cab over the past 20 years, so it’s
difficult to get that much perspective on
it. The songs have evolved in small little
ways, and I have difficulty breaking them
out from all the other material. With Give
Up, it still boggles my mind that that re-
corddidaswell as itdid, given the fact that
there wasn’t a band around promoting. It
was this crazy cultural phenomenon that
grew wings and started soaring.

You mentioned in an interview with Ster-
eogum that part of writing for the band’s
10th album, Asphalt Meadows, was to
eclipse your own feelings of unease about
the world. How has your relationship to
anxiety evolved over time?

I think that it’s difficult to be an observ-
ant, sensitive person in thisworld andnot
be overcome at times from the anxiety of
living in a modern world. The 24-hour
newsand socialmediahavedonenothing
but harm us. For me, my salve for being
overwhelmedby theworld ismakingmu-
sic and long distance running in the
mountains. I feel that the one thingwe do
very little of in thismodernworld is really
be in our bodies.

As people spend increasing amounts of time
online, including musicians, do you think
that artists have become too accessible?

I wantmystery amongstmy favourite art-
ists. I want to think about [the Cure’s]
RobertSmith, as IdidwhenIwasakidand
be like “I bet you he’s somewheremaking
some amazingmusic or doing something
cool.” If I’d have known every meal he’s
eating or what football team he’s rooting
for, I don’t necessarily think that his mu-
sic would mean as much as it does to me
now. I’m 46 years old and remember a
world before social media. I just feel that
art withoutmystery is kind of disappoint-
ing.

And as our online presence grows, our
nostalgia for the not-too-distant past seems
to be growing as well. Do you agree that
our collective connection to nostalgia has
shifted?

As I said, I’m 46. Just the advancements in
technology betweenme coming online as
a sentient being and today are unlike any
other time inhumanhistory.Weare inun-
dated with information about not only
how beautiful the world is, but also of ev-
ery terrible, sad, tragic thing thathappens.
I look back on the period of the pandemic
and think that, in the eye of the hurricane
of all that tragedy, there were also some
verybeautifulmoments and lifebecamea
lot simpler.

Yeah, and everyone sort of had to slow
down.

Absolutely! I just read this incredible
biographyof jazz tenorSonnyRollins, and
there’s a story that at the height of his
powers he decided to justwalk away from
liveperformanceand recording.He found
a spot on theWilliamsburg Bridge in New
York City and played every night for six to
eight hours by himself. He spent a year
away, honing his craft. It was a reminder
that as creative people, from time to time,
we need to take a year on the bridge; time
away from the obligations that are being
foisted upon us.

Death Cab for Cutie has been together and
touring for more than 25 years now. Look-
ing back, how do you view the band’s lega-
cy?

We just didn’t know what the shelf life of
indie rock would be in 1997, when we
started this band. When you’re 21 or 22
years old, you certainly can’t imagine be-
ing in a band for this long – let alone one
that’s been successful. I think qualifying
the legacy is not necessarily something
that I should be trying to do, but a lot of
music that we’ve put out in the world has
really resonated with people and contin-
ues to. It’s a humbling feeling.
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This interview has been edited and
condensed.
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W
e don’t talk about infertility until fertil-
ity treatments work. We breathe a sigh
of relief for the couplewhen the news is
positive and struggles that happened

behind closed doors become public. “They’ve gone
through somuch. They deserve this.”
But what about those families that never find

their happy ending? If we’ve developed a language
to talkabout infertilitywhen it isno longer a sad sto-
ry, we haven’t done the samewhen it persists, when
infertility is the end of the journey and not just the
middle.
I think about this as I tend to my garden. I watch

my husband and wonder if it is the same for him as
hecarefullypruneshis tomatoes.Does
his desire to raise someone and help
themthrive transfer to theseplantswe
grew from seed? My need to nurture
has been present in a thousand differ-
ent ways in my life – in my career,
where I help others tell their stories;
with family, where I keep people to-
gether and fix problems; with friends,
where I cheer their successes more
than I cheer my own – and it is here,
too, in this garden, where Imurmur to the seedlings
popping through the soil or the flower buds that
take their time to open.
In the beginning, I talked about it more – what it

felt like to try and try for a baby that never came.
Sometimes we still joked about it, and we would
laugh. The first injectionmy husband administered
took 40 minutes, each of us alternating between
hope and despair and fear of failure so that we
couldn’t quite plunge the needle intomy abdomen.
After every treatment, our doctor encouraged us
and friends held us as best they could. But the highs
and lowswere ours alone. Timed cycles, IUIs, an IVF
cycle that was a failure before we had barely begun,
when we had to abandon it before egg retrieval be-
cause my body wouldn’t respond to the daily injec-
tions and pills. Lows became lower, the lowest. A
therapist helped me name the feeling: the deepest
grief, even if it was for someone that never existed.
Friendsandfamilywhoknewweweretryingstop-

ped asking, becausewhat is there to say?Our lack of
newssaidwhatwecouldn’t,andwesunkdeeper into
a different state of aloneness. I realized at one point
that it had been several weeks since I cried – a shock
for someonewho cries at airports and TimHortons’
commercials. Thenoneday, it tookonlyan innocent
and commonplace “How are you today?” from an
unknowing grocery clerk to open the floodgates.
Suddenly I couldn’t stop crying. Living became go-

ing through themotionsandeveryperceived failure
or rejectionbecameanoutsizedcommentaryonmy
worth. I stopped showing up for myself and for the
people around me. “How are you doing today?” We
are drowning.We are overwhelmed.We are here but
we arenot. I got out of bed today. Please saveus. “We
are okay. Excited for spring.”
I think about my dahlias. They are a flower from

Mexico and to survive our cold Canadian winters,
theymustbedugoutof thegroundeachfallandpro-
tected and cared for in exactly the right way so that
next spring, they have their chance to bloom again.
Underground, one tuber becomes many as they
clonethemselvesoverandover.Throughthewinter,

Iwouldhead to our crawl space once a
month and pullmy tubers out of their
sleeping place, carefully inspecting
eachof themfor rotormould,or to see
if theywere toodry.Whatdoyouneed,
my darlings? Is the air too warm? Are
you thirsty? Sometimes they required
a bit of surgery – cut off a bit of rot, dip
the exposed tuber in cinnamon, leave
it alone for 24 hours and it would be
goodasnew. Iwished the solutionwas

that easy for my body. When we started our fertility
treatments, we talked about the parts we thought
might be hardest: pregnancies that didn’t last or
mounting costs; the emotional impact of a sus-
tained process or having to be patient (for two per-
fectionists who have been able to fix anything by
simplyworkingharder or faster).Wedidn’t consider
what itwouldmean if therewas simplynothing–no
answers, no progress, no pregnancies at all.
WewereonvacationinMexicoCitywhenourdoc-

tor delivered the hardest blow. There was a 5-per-
cent chance we would ever be able to conceive,
based on the trail of bread crumbs left by each sub-
sequent attempt, each treatment. The 5 per cent felt
like a fake promise. Nothing is ever guaranteed, not
even this. There is always amargin of error. We end-
ed our video call and headed to the botanical gar-
dens atUniversidadNacionalAutónomadeMéxico.
The dahlia trees that grow there were in full bloom.
Back in Toronto, he catches me looking at him

fromundermy hat. “What? Is everything okay?” He
asksme this a lot these days. “I love you,” I say. And
it’s true, and I feel lucky. At the fertility clinic, we
were told that our story often tears love apart. Here,
in thedeepest shadow,ourshasgrown. I turnbackto
my dahlias, whispering encouragement to the little
bud that has appeared.

Katherine Skene lives in Toronto.
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My need to nurture is present in my garden, where I murmur to the seedlings
popping through the soil or the flower buds that take their time to open,

Katherine Skene writes

FIRST PERSON

Does his desire to
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