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Girl in a Band (Dey Street), by Kim Gordon—
the pioneering cofounder, songwriter, bassist, 
and vocalist for the seminal alternative-rock 
group Sonic Youth—is a warmly wise and ob-
servant memoir about her life and times be-
fore,  during, and after the influential postpunk 
music and art scene heyday that she helped 
foment in New York City and Los Angeles in 
the ’80s and ’90s. Performing onstage, Gor-
don confesses, she “wasn’t conscious of being 
a woman.” She feels instead “a sense of space 
with edges around it, a glow of self-confident, 
joyful sexiness. It feels bodiless, too, all weight-
less grace with no effort required.”

In 1981, Gordon and guitarist-songwriter 
Thurston Moore (whom she married in 1984) 
formed Sonic Youth: a foursome celebrated 
for its cathartic explorations of dynamic, 
even  melodic, dissonance. The band’s note-
worthy triumphs and heralded talents come 
urgently to life in  Gordon’s feisty, confiden-
tial telling. So does the couple’s bittersweet 
unraveling after 27 years of marriage, which 
weaves through the book’s intimate and in-
trospective chapters like a slowly fraying rib-
bon. In 2011, after 30 years of making music, 
Sonic Youth played its last show.

Yet it is Gordon’s relationship to and with 
art—her own and that of a who’s who of paint-
ers,  poets, gallery owners, and musicians such 
as Kurt Cobain and Neil Young—that is pri-
mary. Gordon grew up in Los Angeles with 
her professor father, homemaker mother, and 
schizophrenic older brother; she writes that 
her sibling’s constant bullying was instrumen-
tal in her becoming not just a musician but a 
painter, writer, director, fashion designer, and 
actress. “The image a lot of people have of me 
as detached, impassive, or remote is a persona 
that comes from years of being teased…. Art…
was the only space that was mine alone, where 
I could be anyone and do anything, where just 
by using my head and my hands I could cry, 
or laugh, or get pissed off.”

And admirably come to write this shapely, 
thought-provoking, generous memoir. 

It’s ironic that the Santa Fe, New Mexico, 
 hotel occupying journalist and historian Han-
nah Nordhaus’ ancestral home is named La 
 Posada, or “place of rest,” since no one who 
stays there seems to get any. Legend has it that 
Julia Staab, her German-Jewish immigrant 
great-great-grandmother, haunts the suite still 
decorated with furniture she picked out as the 
pioneer bride of a rags-to-riches supply baron. 

Nordhaus had 
always been drawn 
to Julia’s story, and 
in American Ghost 
(Harper), she expertly 
dissects fact from em-
broidery; she goes to 
impressive lengths to 
dispel Julia’s alleged 
“aura of sadness,” 
which has variously 

been attributed to an abusive, even murderous 
husband, a dead baby, insanity, or all three. In 
her colorful and engrossing quest, Nordhaus 
consults psychics and ghost hunters; culls  details 
from distant relatives, amateur family histories, 
and her great-grandmother Bertha’s teenage di-
ary; and travels to Germany, a Florida spiritual-
ist retreat, and, finally, Room 100 at La Posada. 
Along the way, she pursues fascinating tangents, 
from Nazi “holiday camps” to the nineteenth-
century concept of hysteria, which dubbed the 
womb the “region of insanity” and hailed hys-
terectomy as an innovative cure.

In exhuming Julia’s story, Nordhaus asks 
questions mere enthusiasts might not: Do tales 
like Julia’s ferret out truths or bend them to fit 
contemporary molds? “I don’t think it’s a coin-
cidence,” she reasons, “that Julia’s ghost story 
gained traction in the 1980s and ’90s, as Ameri-
can feminism began to contest more forcefully 
the notion of submission in marriage.” And she 
examines her younger self—“that 
specter spouting self-pity and 
wearing platform shoes.” Such 
introspection deepens her genea-
logical quest into a satisfying 
philosophical one as well. Nordhaus
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The eLLe’s 
LeTTres 2015
readers’ prize
15 ELLE readers choose their favorite 
among three promising new 
books—this month, novels based 
on historical figures. 

1 amherst 
wILLIaM NIChOLsON 
 (sIMON & sChusTER)

accomplished 
novelist and 
screenwriter 
Nicholson 
(Gladiator, 

mandela: Long Walk to Freedom) 
spins a tale of two college-town 
love triangles—one initiated by 
Emily Dickinson’s brother, the other 
involving alice Dickinson, a 
present-day descendant who is 
researching Emily’s life. The poetry 
and history go down easy, the 
lovers fall hard, and the tragic, 
treacherous terrain of romantic 
entanglement is well explored in 
what more than one reader saw as 
ripe material for a screenplay. 

2 the rebeLLion oF  
miss Lucy ann LobdeLL 
wILLIaM kLabER (sT. MaRTIN’s)

First-time novelist 
klaber vividly 
conjures a 
nineteenth-century 
denizen of his small 
New York town who 

left her family to find work, 
impersonated a man—“Joseph”—
to gain employment, and 
discovered that Joseph preferred 
the company of women as well. 
The book “reads like Little house in 
the big Woods,” one reader wrote, 
“if Laura Ingalls wilder were a 
rebellious, hard-charging bisexual 
woman instead of a scrappy 
frontier girl.”

3 Jam on the vine 
LashONDa kaTRICE baRNETT 
(GROvE)

Inspired by Ida b. 
wells, who, born 
into slavery, 
became a 
crusading journalist 

for women’s rights and against 
lynching, historian and storyteller 
barnett has concocted a 
captivating saga centered on 
Ivoe williams, a poor Texas girl, 
precocious scholarship student, 
and tenacious reporter who helps 
found a kansas City newspaper 
and bears witness to an era of 
racial unrest and violence in the 
Jim Crow south a century ago.  
The verdict: “unforgettable”; 
“gripping”; “instant classic.”—b.d.

To see this month’s readers’ comments, go to ELLE.com/readersprize. 
Want to become a Readers’ Prize juror? E-mail us at eagerreader@hearst.com.BooksINTEl324


