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'Fhm fime it is a beautiful Belg A bgmhﬁmrty '
(pronounced like the Disney princess) Gev:
sharing how hnpp}r she is with her muﬁica_]

music video. These days, TL.SE rarely has
ing but enjoys spending it with Em.nﬂnand '
songwriters. We spoke with her abnul music, : 13 oing piz
and the synergy she found with’ her artistic team. s

Lia Martirosvan: Where are you from originally? 2
ILSE Gevaert: A small city in Ef:igium I’ ver

a beautiful. charming college town that’s i lot of ﬂm.ﬁm
weather. :

Lia: Is it better than New York?
ILSE: Better than New York right now. yes,\u‘ solutely. I'm actus [-”

New York at the moment either. Yay! 1'm so gjﬂﬂ {n.h& i
I'm not recording. T can be a bit more flexible in my work... m=ﬁnr abst;l

] =
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taking advantage of it.
Li: 8o vou're living in Miami vight now?

ILSE: Well, during the winter. and as soon as spring is
back, then I'll be back in Brooklyn. The winters are
absolutely harsh there. I've absolutely had enough of
those winters, (lauwehs)

Lia: I can ondy imagine. Where in Florida are you?

ILSE: I'm in Miami Beach. It’s wonderful. It’s not the
best weather ever, but I'll take it in exchange for snow.
(laughs) I'm not too familiar with Florida. 1 still have to
do a lot of traveling.

Lia: Miami has it charming areas, but § heard thar some
of its still kind of overpopulared.

ILSE: Yeah. It's an interesting place. | definitely miss
MNew York. but of course not the season, other than that,
[ definitely miss New York. It's so worldly. T actually
like the grimy feel sometimes —it fits with being an
artist.

Lia: The smell af rats.

{{aughier)

ILSE: I love the garbage!

Lia: Leaking undiagnosed water from the top of buildings

ILSE: Yeah, oh, my God. I once had a rat run mnto my
¥
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feet. Luckily it was winter, and | was wearing boots, but
that was very strange. The rat just ran straight into me,

{laughier)

Lia: Did you see that infamous rat recently that was
dragging a pizza slice down the stairs?

ILSE: No. Oh, my God, I've got to see it! Is it on
YouTube?

Lia: It should be, If vou tvpe in “rat” and “pizza,” it
should pop up.

{laughter)
ft went viral for I den’t know how long.

ILSE: (faughs) That's amazing! A famous rat—that's
awesome! Oh. my goodness!

Lia: Bur vou have big cockroaches and water bugs, or
whaiever they calf them, in Miami.

ILSE: Here in Miami? Oh, my goodness, yes, ['ve seen
them, too. I'm definitely a bit scared of those. I know in

New York I've seen my fair share too. Ew!

Lia: We're going 10 produce a video of a cockroach ora
weter bug pulling a pizza down the siairs,

(laughter)

ILSE: | know they 're supposed 1o be more afraid of us
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than we are of them, but [ don’t know. There's some-
thing about these little insects. And other than that, I'm
s0 animal-friendly; | absolutely love animals. But
there’s something about those little creatures that [
haven’t quite figured out yet.

Lia: That'll be your disclaimer for PETA.
ILSE: I still have my homework to do with the rodents.

Lia: Don't worry—there are a lot of people on the same
page with vou on that one. Let's talk a bit about vour
music video, | Am Human. How did vou get going on it?

ILSE: It has a lot of different layers. It has my personal
story on the one hand—on the one hand!

{laughier)

I always run into these funny sentences! There's defi-
nitely my own personal story of being different and try-
ing to accept myself, It"s not that easy, coming from bul-
lying and people staring at you and children being
freaked out by you. But it’s really, really learning to
love myself just the way I am. And I think that’s where
everything started to go more smoothly. Once you
accept yourself, then all of a sudden you see that the
world accepts you too. And I think I was subconsciously
trying to hide my arm from the industry, because 1 was-
n't sure if a record label would accept someone who's
not perfect. When I see the entertainment business and
all the artists, they all seem very, very perfect to me. [
wasn't sure it | was fitting in with that.

50 %1 Am Human,” especially the single, started out
with me being myself. Also, it was a bit of an answer to
the rappers and other pop singers who are always brag-
ging about, “I've got this, I've got that, ['ve got cars,
I've got women,” and 1 was like, “You know what? |
don't have any of these things,” and I was thinking,
“Who can actually link to lyrics like that?” [ wanted to
make something that was very honest and real, like,
“This is how I feel. It hasn’t been easy, but this is my
truth.” That's where “T Am Human™ as a single came
from. I Am Human as the album is like a journey. It
really feels like a book, almost; it starts with an intro
and it has a poetic intermezzo. It's definitely about
whatever comes your way you can always get up and
try again. The phoenix never dies. You can kill the
phoenix, but it will just come back to life and rise up
again. And then [ take you through the whole human
experience. Also, I say that 1 do everything for love,
because I think love is the most beautiful thing on this
planet—other than music, of course. Also, two humans
together, what happens then? It’s an honest portrait of
human relationships and how much we try, but we fail;
we try to make it work, we try again, and we fail again.
That's, for example, the basis of “We Rise, We Fall.”
And then it ends with the very abstract song “Qasis,”
where I'm not quite really finding my place on this

planet, but I keep looking and looking. I find myself in
the desert searching for the oasis.

And then there’s a whole bunch of very fun bonus tracks,
with dance remixes and an “T Am Human™ world version,
produced by my friend who won a Grammy last year in
the New Age category. I'm so, so, so happy. T feel like
I've worked my entire life for this album. I'm so excited
that it’s finally finished, and it’s just the way T like it.

Lia: What a wonderful feeling.
ILSE: (laughs) Oh, what a feeling, yes!
Lia: Have you done all of the writing for your songs?

ILSE: All of the writing. That's another thing that I find
very important. | work with young artists, too. And 1
really try to help them to write their own songs. Of
course, then it’s co-written with them. I try to find out
what's important to them and bring that out. I'm definite-
ly missing that a lot in music nowadays. Many songs are
often written by a group of 30 people, and I'm thinking,
“How does that work? *Hey, I wrote that word™?"”
(laughs) Where's the sincerity? [ wrote everything
myself. The production and music are where other excel-
lent people jumped in. I feel very blessed to have had
evervbody on the team. I could not have done it myself.

Lia: Whai is your writing process? Do you have a ritual
of getting into that zone?

ILSE: Yeah! It comes by itself, Sometimes it even comes
in a dream. Sometimes I'll get lucky like that. For exam-
ple, the song “We Rise, We Fall” came to me in a dream.
But sometimes | feel like 1'm a chicken sitting on an egg...

{laughier)

...and I have to nurture it. For example, the song
“Behind the Scenes” is also one that’s very, very pre-
cious to me. It involves a very deep issue that T wanted
to think about for a long time, because it’s about the
loneliness of New York City and in our Western culture
in general. I wanted to make sure that 1 used all the right
words. And I'm really happy that [ did take that time.
That song took a couple of months. It’s about letting
someone go behind the scenes, where you can be your-
self with someone, show who you are, and have that
intimate connection, in a world where it seems so easy
to make connections, vet it actually seems like we're
twisting further and further away from each other.

Lia: Unfortunately.

ILSE: But we can bring it back. That’s definitely the
goal with my music, for sure.

Lia: Are vou with a label right now?




ILSE: We are very, very independent. It's a super-tiny team.

Lia: You're doing really good at putting yourself ot
there.

ILSE: What you want to do and what you feel like is the
right thing versus if you're with a major label, they sort
of have the ball and they have their vision and you're
more like a puppet. So there's definitely an advantage to
being a new artist. It's exactly the way [ want it to be.

Lia: I looked vou up, and was thinking of how proactive
ared super-engaging vou are,

ILSE: (faughs) | love Twitter, I didn’t think 1 was going
tor like it that much. [ really love it. It’s a lot of fun. Peo-
ple just share what they ‘re thinking, and you wake up

and you see all these tweets, It definitely makes my day.

Lia: At what age did vou come over from Belgium?

ILSE: I was 27. But first | studied psychology, and then |
came i couple times for short projects, connected with a
couple producers here and there, and then when | was 27
I worked for a publishing-production company, Groovy
Miles Music. with a producer called Chiba Antoine. He is
in a wheelchair, That was a very interesting collaboration:
a producer in a wheelchair and a singer-songwriter with &
prosthesis, That was great. And then | wanted to write nis
own music, though, so that definitely took even maore
time. and I lost my voice at some point because | was

doing way too much work —singing, background singme.

just any gig that I could get—and unfortunately. | 2ot 3
®
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polyp on my vocal chords, and 1 could not atford the
surgery. It was $20,000, and [ didn’t have it.

That looked like the end of the journey. Without a voice,
what are you going to do? Those were some of my dark
est days. But a couple of weeks later, the doctor called
me and said, “There is this new test therapy out there,
It's a laser therapy. If vou want, you could be one of the
people we test it on. I have no idea il it will work. but if
you want, you can do the trial.” | had nothing to lose, so
I was like. “I'm going to do this.” And guess what?
After three treatments, my voice was back. | had to do a
lot of healing, though. I couldn’t talk after each treat-
ment for a couple of weeks. Tt was very tough commu-
nicating with little picces of paper. And people were
like. “Really? You can't talk?” *No, no.”

But then, guess what? That turned out to be the betler
therapy. because cutting into the vocal chords tumed out
to be more risky. and that new therapy is the therapy
that they used on Adele and Sam Smith. It’s funny,
because | was the test person. (laugls) But 1 had the
fancy surgery.

Lia: You paved the way.

(lameelhrer)

{"m really glad thar worked out.

ILSE: Yes. me, too. Wow! [ would definitely say to

everybody. “Never lose hope. even if things really look
like it’s the end. Still don't lose hope.” I believe that we
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have an instinet,—an inner feeling—and we have to lis-
ten to it. Life is not the same if you're not being yourself
and not living to your full potential.

Lia: Do you feel like you're living your life to the fullest
right now?

ILSE: Oh, yeah, absolutely. I look back and I'm like,
“Wow, it’s kind of crazy, all the things I did.” I remem-
ber I had no money for food. Oh, God, T went years like
that. Tt was absolutely crazy. But I'm really glad I did it.

Lia: Do vou siill like eating cheese?
{laughter)

ILSE: Actually, I'm trying to avoid dairy. One, because
I love animals and two, because it’s bad for a singer.
Can you believe this? All this time I was eating bread
and cheese, mainly because it was the only thing [ could
afford and that I liked. And cheese turns out to be bad
for singers. They have some voice trouble.

Lia: Do you know why?

ILSE: Yes, because dairy puts a slime layer in your
intestines, and it creates more mucus and also acid
reflux, which burns your throat.

Lia: Unless there's an allergy, must be from eating great
amounts for all that to happen.

ILSE: Maybe. But singers definitely don"t eat it on the
day of a performance or even the day before. A singer’s
diet is very strict. That’s also something I learned. Not
easy. It takes some sacrifice, for sure.

Lia: Yes, it does.
ILSE: I think it’s pretty much the same thing for ath-

letes. They also have to be very strict in what they eat
and their exercise. | see now that it’s very similar.

Lia.: Sure. What do you do on your downtime?

ILSE: Well, I don’t have that much downtime! (laughs)
Lia: So you're doing a lot of writing.

ILSE: Yes, a lot of writing, for other artists and for
myself. And I guess for my downtime, | work out at the
gym, and I go outside and get some fresh air. I love see-

ing my friends for dinner. And sometimes I like to go for
a drink, too! Girls just want to have fun, right? (laughs)

Lia: You betchya’. Working on the next album, or are
you pushing hard on the current one?

ILSE: It's so funny, because as an artist, you've already
moved on to the next chapter. | have so many new song

ideas already. But the reality is that you really have to
focus on promoting this album and setting up a tour.
Those are the first steps right now. I'd really like to do
some recording in the meantime. I can’t stop when it
comes to writing. [ absolutely love being in the studio.
There’s something about creating a song: first it wasn’t
there and then all of a sudden it's there. To me it’s very
magical, and I love that. But I also can’t wait to be on the
stage again. There’s also a lot of magic in that experience,
when you see the audience singing along, and you teel
that they also feel the song, but in a way that’s personal to
them. There's something about that, that is bigger than
me. [ feel everything in music is always bigger than me.

The song comes from somewhere, and it almost feels
like you're just a messenger, a channel. It's a very
strange feeling. It really feels like that, because it
comes to you. You feel that in the writing process, and
then when you're onstage and performing your song,
you can feel people respond in a way that’s very per-
sonal to them, and then you get that feeling again, as if
it"’s bigger than one person, even bigger than the entire
audience. It’s absolutely magical.

Lia: So you write songs for other people?

ILSE: Yes, but mostly for young people. And I try to
make sure the songs are really about them. It's interest-
ing, because [ studied psychology, and T use it very
much in my songwriting. First, I make sure I know who
they are and what their core is. I feel like we all have a
core or essence, and it’s very important that we both
know who they are. Somefimes young artists don 't
know who they are yet. So first we try to figure that out,
and then we start writing.

Lia: When you write, do you hear music in your writing,
or just the words?

ILSE: I hear the melody as if it’s already there. That’s
something T cannot teach the artists because 1 really
don’t know how it works. How come that melody’s
there? 1t's either there or it’s not. But I do describe it as
if you're on a cliff and you’re running and then you
have to jump and hope that you're flying. That flying is
the melody that comes. You just have to jump and sing.
And hope that it’s a good melody.

Lia: How do vou translate thai? Do you put down
notes?

ILSE: That's another funny thing about me. Because
my parents were not happy that I wanted to do music,
they did not let me go to any musical school or any-
thing like that. They were very afraid a girl with one
arm would not be accepted. They were like, “You have
to understand. It's a very tricky business. You cannot be
a waitress in the meantime.” (laughs) “How are you
going to do that with one arm? You have to study
something that you don’t need arms for.” I was like,
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“All right, then.” But I really loved psychology, so that
was fine. S0 no_ I have no musical training other than
voice training that I"ve had in New York. With no
musical training, [ had to work with artisis who can
hear what they need to hear. For example, | can sing the
melody to them, and know how it should go. Some-
times musicians still have several options for chords,
and then sometimes it takes longer, because 1'm like,
*No, not that one, try another one.”

But it works out. For example, Joshua Valleau, who's an
insane musician—absolutely brilliant and a genius, |
would say —he just gets it right away. That’s why find-
ing the right people you can connect with is so impor-
tant, and it’s always magical then and the process is
smooth and without words.,

Lia: Who came up with the conceprt of the videa?

ILSE: Oh, wow, yes! That was a six-month process. The
concept was written in Starbucks with Dario, who's had
a very tough journey as well. He is an African-Ameri-
canphotographer and video director who happens to be
gay, He has been through so much. We were talking
about the stigma of how this world is always trving to
make us all conform. We wanted to do something that
would involve all the people in the world, or as many as
possible—women and men of all different cultures who
are straight, eay, young and old. And all body shapes.
We wanted to connect them together and also make them
feel beautiful.

We see society as very rigid, because we're hoth artists,
50 sociely is rigid to us, We're more colorful than that.
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And as to who came up with the idea to paint their faces
and clothes 1 don't remember.

Lia: Bur it worked.

ILSE: Yeah, it worked. It definitely looks very strange,
but that was our goal. It was a bit tricky, because we
wanted to have a shower and have people walk through
the shower, but no studio allowed us to wet their floors.
That was a bit of a challenge. So then we managed with
the sink. (laughs)

Lia: You could have used a kiddie pool, nobody would
have noticed.

{laughier)

ILSE: Oh, my God, yes! It was a little tricky, but [ think
the point came across with the sink and the mirror. And
1 love how everybody at the end discovers themselves,
almost as if for the first tme. And [ felt that way, too, at
a certain point in my life, I felt like, “Wow, now I'm
myself again!” Like discovering your inner child again,
not feeling inhibited, just loving yoursell the way vou
are. It all came together so perfectly. It was very, very
sincere. On the set. everybody was so quiet and respect-
ful, and you could feel the energy in the room. And my

performance, when 1 was singing, that was just one take.

It was funny, but it was the same thing with the audio.
That’s not something that usually happens in the record-
ing industry. You usually record over and over and over
again, but there was something about this take that was
50 pure and so real that we just wanted to keep it. There
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wiis no post-production or Photoshop. It's something
very organic, something very real. As soon as it came
out, it resonated with fans. It's really incredible.

Lia: That’s nice.
ILSE: Yeah, another wonderful feeling, Lia!

Lia: I'm curious aboui how vou've changed since yvour
days of being bullied and people looking at vou strange-
lv. How has your reaction to these different perceptions
roward you evolved over the vears? Or has it?

ILSE: Right. T feel sorry for them, because [ feel like
maybe their world is a bit constricted, not very rich and
diverse in order to react that way. In other words, [ don't
take it personally anymore. For me, it doesn’t bother
me. [t’s funny, because sometimes people ask me, “If
you could have it any other way, would vou want two
arms?” And this is a very weird answer, but I don’t
think I would want two arms. ['m so used to it now. It's
made me so much stronger. I'm not sure if 1 would be
the same person as | am today. That’s so much more
important than that arm. I'm so used to it. [ can do any-
thing with one arm.

Lia: Were vou born without it?

ILSE: Yes. Imagine if you were in a world where every-
body has three arms and people would ask vou, “How
do you feel? Don’t you miss having a third arm?” And
vou're like, “Well, no. I can do pretty much anything.”

Lia: Will vou update vour prosthetic?

ILSE: T had a fun one with a tattoo. It broke —oh, my
God —the middle finger, of course the middle finger. |
was trying yoga, and | was like, “Oh, no!”

{laughier)
Lia: You were using it too much,

ILSE: | think it's hilarious, like, of course, the middle
finger has to break, right? (laughs) And then I'm like,
“But you know what? Let me do something fun with it.”
And then we tried a tattoo of the phoenix symbol, and it
also had the dove of the Christian symbol of peace. The
phoenix is a very strong bird that comes in peace. It's a
full sleeve, and [ love it. So now I have two arms and
I'm always joking with people, like, “I can change my
tattoo!™ They 're so jealous of me!

Liai: My brother has a attoo of the phoenix as well,
ILSE: Oh, my God!

Lia: But he can't change his torso. He's stuck with that one.

ILSE: Exactly, so I'm telling you, sometimes there’s an

advantage! (laughs) And then in our photo shoot,
brought the two arms, and [ was like, “Oh, which one
should we use™ And the photographer was like, “Oh, let’s
do the fun arm!™ The fun arm with the tattoo. It was a
lot of fun, and another wonderful feeling!

Lia: Do vou speak other languages?

ILSE: My native language i1s Dutch. and I'm also sup-
posed to speak French, which I'm sure I could, but you
would have to give me a couple of days, because every
time I try to speak French, either the Duich or the Eng-
lish comes up. “No, no, not that one, the other one!” I'm
struggling in my own brain. “What’s that other language
again?” But I do anderstand it. I'm supposed to speak
three languages. And actually, | also speak a little bit of
German, but I think it’s gone. 1 also studied Latin, but
that one I definitely forgot, which T don’t mind, because
no one speaks it anymore anyway.

Lia: Are there modern day vocalists vou admire? Or
mavhe one who's passed?

ILSE: I have a lot of inspiration. But 1 was thinking of
Andrea Bocelli’s music, which 1 know 1s not pop music,
but he has such an incredible voice. | think he has one
of the most beautiful voices on the planet, and also one
that lasts forever. I do love pop artists and their voices,
but after what I've been through with having voice dam-
age, sometimes ['m afraid of how long it's going to last.
For example, I thought Mariah Carey had the most
beautiful voice on the planet, and when she came out, |
began to feel like a lot of artists abuse their voices and
then they lose their voices over ime. As a singer, |
guess that’s what I think of. [ can’t really always enjoy
it in the moment, because T think they're going to lose it
soon. But Bocelli, for sure, has an incredible voice,

Lia: Anything else you might wani to share?

ILSE: I think the most important thing that | want to
share with people is for them to be themselves and to
believe in that inner feeling. Never doubt it, no matter
what other people say. That's something | would like to
say. Don’t listen to other people at all. At some point, it’s
something that comes from within, and happiness, too. [
read this really cool guote: Happiness is an inside job.

Lia: That'’s good.

ILSE: Don’t give your power to anyone else. Go inside
and find it there, find the courage to continue. All the
good stuff is inside of vou.

Lia: That's a nice message. You have wonderful energy.

ILSE: Thank you, you too! This was a lot of fun. a lot
of laughter! BABILITY
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