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INTERVIEW 
Juliette Commagere seeks catharsis, finds rising stardom 
The indie singer-songwriter says she wrote the songs on her solo debut album for herself and didn't worry 
about following convention. By Margaret Wappler  January 24, 2009 

Juliette Commagere's voice ranges from dusky to sharply silver, slicing through the intimate, sometimes 
alien orchestration of her debut solo record, "Queens Die Proudly," released late last year. 

An art-pop suite of 13 songs, the album was written over the course of a year as a way to fight off 
depression. Her energetic indie-rock outfit, Hello Stranger, formed with high school sweetheart Joachim Cooder on 
drums, wasn't gaining momentum -- despite Commagere's inspired keytar rips -- and the L.A. native, who's 
contributed to songs by Puscifer and Avenged Sevenfold, was struggling with what to do next. 

"I felt like the only way I would feel better is if I could create something," she said in December, on the eve 
of two high-profile appearances at the Troubadour and KCRW-FM (89.9). "Sounds corny but it's true. . . . I think 
everybody, artists and non-artists, has got to keep creating or else life seems pointless."  

Playing tonight at the Roxy, Commagere will find herself among her most devoted cache of fans yet. Her 
"Morning Becomes Eclectic" set exposed her to more listeners than ever, people already predisposed to loving 
textured, electronica-leaning pop. Beyond KCRW, "Queens Die Proudly" has been settling in with the critical 
cognoscenti as one of L.A.'s most compelling releases of the last year. 

As a result, Commagere has some exciting plans on the horizon: In March, she'll perform at South by 
Southwest in Austin, Texas. On the more immediate side, Commagere will sing backup vocals for longtime friend 
Inara George, whose project with producer-musician Greg Kurstin, the Bird and the Bee, will pollinate L.A. and the 
late-night talk show circuit on a few occasions in the next week or so, promoting the mod-pop act's new album, 
"Ray Guns Are Not Just the Future." 

But perhaps the most permanent sign of Commagere's rising star is her signing with CAA agent Marlene 
Tsuchii, who also represents Beck. After booking shows for Hello Stranger, Commagere understands all too well 
what it means to schlep equipment and charm skittish club bookers. "It's exciting for me," Commagere said this 
week, "to have an amazing woman helping me book tours and getting my own shows and so forth. Things are 
moving along nicely." 

It wasn't always that way for Commagere, one of a musical clan, including singer-songwriter brother 
Robert Francis, whose dusty folk has earned its own share of accolades. Commagere, the middle child, had to clear 
aside hesitation and self-doubt to make her solo album, which started ingloriously as somewhat of an inside joke 
with herself: "I didn't believe anyone would hear this thing. When I played the first song I wrote, I joked that it 
would be on my solo album." 

Insecurity and depression, in counterintuitive ways, might've helped Commagere, but there was an even 
more important force at play for "Queens Die Proudly": Commagere let go of the rules, including any fuss over 
logistics.  "It was the most relaxed I've ever been while writing," she said. "Any time I ever thought to myself, 'I can't 
put that here,' I would remind myself that this wasn't for anyone, this was just for me." 

The result sounds emotional but light, a combination that can be found in many of Commagere's heroes, 
such as Icelandic pop mystic Björk. Brahms and Tangerine Dream factor in too. The disparate touchstones make 
sense for a performer who can shape-shift easily. 

Avenged Sevenfold, the Huntington Beach metal-punk band, and Maynard James Keenan's Puscifer came 
knocking, she said, "because I've always attracted the goths. I guess it's the black hair and pale skin." Puscifer also 
has asked her to perform with them in Las Vegas for a weekend of Valentine's Day shows the band is playing at the 
Palms. "It's fun to do different, weird things," she said with a giggle. Commagere's gambles, such as jettisoning 
worries over logistics or the equally cumbersome notion of genre, have paid off. 

Folk, electronica and jazz make their way onto "Queens Die Proudly," but all filtered through Commagere's 
highly attuned frequency. And it didn't hurt to get an assist from not only Joachim Cooder, who played drums and 
keyboards, but also his dad, Ry, who added slide guitar on "Nature of Things." 

Logistics haven't held her back in concert either. Commagere has assembled orchestras for recent live 



shows in New York, Boston, Philadelphia and L.A. by putting ads on Craigslist. "Everyone's been cool and they're 
all excited to play," she said. "Though it's been scary to put it all together at the last minute. 

No matter what the risks have been, Commagere is keen on making another solo record that will balance 
light and dark. She's been recording new work but is hesitant to pin it down. "The possibilities," she said, "are more 
wide open." There's also the potential for a project with her brother and their older sister, Carla -- who is at work on 
her own solo album and will sing with Commagere at the Roxy tonight -- to come down the pike. "We've talked 
about it before . . . but when it's with your siblings, you just start bickering a lot," Commagere said. "Maybe we'd do 
some ranchera songs with really broken-down guitar and three-part harmonies."-- Margaret Wappler 
 

 Baltimore 
"Queens Die Proudly" hits like keyboard-stand Armageddon, convulsing synthesizer divisions recoiling 

from just-escaped-a-nightmare mumbo jumbo like "In the morning with sun on to terrorize me/ In the morning with 
famine on my lips" and "How fearful my visions/ They find me in the moonlight." Somewhere during this post-I Am 
the World Trade Center melee, though, Juliette Commagere whimpers a lyric that sums up the song's parent album: 
"I miss you, my dear friend." So overcome with grief that she seems in danger of losing touch with reality, Hello 
Stranger keytarist/singer Commagere bypasses the seven stages of grief to erect a sonic monument to the late Jessica 
Kaplan on debut Queens Die Proudly. 

On the momentous, courageously defiant "Overcome," she insists that death simply makes the heart grow 
all the more fond: "Our distance grows and widens, but my heart's the blood that rises/ Spills out my restless eyes, I 
feel you most when we're divided." Atop the atonal bass clang-a-lang and beneath the eclipsing harmonic whiteout 
of "Hearts," it's suggested that, psychically, experiences will outlast the physical universe as we know it. Woozy 
"Nature of Things" strikes a note of somber resignation; "Love, it changes like the moon, like winter bears spring," 
Commagere rationalizes--savoring each word like a drink of fine cabernet--as ponderous organs and Ry Cooder's 
inimitable slide guitars set a funereal scene. She can't guarantee Kaplan a permanent place in the living memory, but 
Queens Die Proudly gets Commagere off to a fine start solo start all the same. -RAYMOND CUMMINGS 

 

 
Lately I’ve been so knocked out hearing these great and gorgeous pop tunes created and performed by the 

lovely Juliette Commagère. You might know her as the Keytar-slinging, charismatic front woman for the 
adventurous indie-rock band Hello Stranger, which she formed with drummer Joaquin Cooder; or you might have 
heard her singing and playing on recent endeavors by Avenged Sevenfold and Puscifer. That varied batch of 
interests hints as to the unclichéd gifts of the multitalented Commagère, which are given a fuller flowering on her 
new solo album, Queens Die Proudly (Aeronaut Records).  

A vividly orchestrated pop-art project veering from the wistful and elegiac to the epic and otherwordly, 
Queens is like a No. 1 chart-topper from another dimension, where remarkably memorable songs are given 
evocative musical twists via her classically designed song structures and sensual ’70s synth stylings. On her recent 
cross-country residency stints, Commagère has assembled local orchestras (via Craigslist!) of strings and horns, 
which brings a radiant gleam to her superb material. (John Payne) 

 

 
“Queens Die Proudly” is the first solo album for Juliette Commagére, the keytar-totin’ frontwoman of L.A. 

indie rock outfit Hello Stranger. Intensely layered and influenced by her classical background, Commagére’s debut 
is beautifully crafted – imagine the love child of Imogen Heap and Feist.  

“Hearts” sets the tone, mixing tribal drumbeats with the synthesized foundation that ties the album together. 
The artist’s haunting voice possesses an understated wisdom in both “All Your Days” and “Berceuse”, whispering 
lyrics such as “I hide them well/These dark, dark spells.” The title track stands out, with it’s Mozart-meets-pop vibe, 
while the simplicity of “Without Me” expresses an innocent lonliness, echoed by childlike vocals.  

The musician’s depth, honesty, and vivid imagery separate Commagére from her ambient peers. Regardless 
of where you listen to Queens Die Proudly, it makes you fell a bit like Alice in Wonderland, set to a mystical, synth-
pop soundtrack. (Erica Varlese) 
 

 
Why should Enya get all the echoey, pulsating, chiming soundscapes? Juliette Commagère, who leads the 

band Hello Stranger and has sung with Puscifer and Avenged Sevenfold, makes her own claim to overdubbed 



chorales and synthetic paradises on her solo album “Queens Die Proudly” (Aeronaut). But she’s much more 
approachable than Enya; Ms. Commagère saves the massed harmonies for choruses, and she sings most of the time 
with her sweet soprano voice fully exposed. It’s an album of lonely post-breakup songs — “There’s a cold wind 
blowing from the north/The emptiness has come back for me” — with their sorrows gorgeously sublimated. –Jon 
Pareles 

 

 
Equipped with an unusual gift for ambient power balladry, Juliette Commagére employs her all-

encompassing voice to sing about melancholic isolation on her first solo album, Queens Die Proudly. Not the most 
uplifting subject in the world, however, Commagére magnificently portrays these feelings through her own unique 
style – which lands somewhere between Inara George’s haunting electronics and the goth-pop tendencies of 
Evanescence. 

The instrumentals paired with the lyricism, are what keep Commagére from falling in with the pile of 
overly dramatic, ethereal pop singers – as is evident on the title track when she sings “In the morning/With famine 
on my lips.” On standout “Everything I Love” she laments over tribal-like drum beats “She hates him so much/She 
had to let him go.” And on “Overcome,” sings of a long-distance tie, “Our distance grows and widens…I feel you 
most when we’re divided.” 

The ultra-chilled nature is perfect for anyone who enjoys shutting themselves in for an evening to ponder 
their own dark, dark spells over a glass or three of wine. Commagére entrenches the room in her essence, coating the 
ceiling, walls, and floor; words swirl and loop, encompassing the listener in a voice tunnel of sorts, while quick-
witted percussion plays into other lazily swelling instrumentals – howling, pulsing, plummeting into oblivion. -Leah 
Urbom 
 

 

 
Queens Die Proudly is not a work to be taken lightly. In fact, with the exception of Juliette Commag ère’s 

sometimes airy vocals, there’s nothing light to be found. Queens absolutely oozes emotion and a musicality that 
reveals its influences upon repeated listenings. Specifically, there’s a hint of Pink Floyd in the opening track, 
“Hearts.”    

Another, more direct influence would be that of legendary guitarist Ry Cooder, not necessarily for his 
playing, even though he lends licks to “Overcome” and “Nature of Things,” but moreso because Commagère’s main 
songwriting (and life) partner is Ry’s son, Joachim. His and Commagère’s bond shines through in these highly 
emotional and introspective songs. Fans of her self-described “indie/dance/rock ’n’ rolling band” Hello Stranger, 
take note: This album may not be what you’re expecting, but it shows a completely different side of a great singer 
and songwriter. But don’t be afraid, she still rocks the synthesizer with deftness.    

Queens Die Proudly is like one of those intense movies you watch and love, but it makes you feel 
something so profound that you’ve got to take a step back before experiencing it again. —TD 
 

 
To hear Juliette Commagere tell it, she needed a break — not so much from music, but from the rough-and-

tumble business of fronting a perpetually-on-the-verge rock band. So the keytar-slinging singer of the dance-rock 
quartet Hello Stranger struck out on her own. 

A few months (and four weeks in Martin Pradler’s studio) later, her album of fastidiously orchestrated 
synth-pop was done. “Queens” sheen complements both her soaring vocals and the yearning in her songs, taking you 
toward the same land of enchantment ruled by the likes of Kate Bush and Annie Lennox, a place where the daunting 
obligation to detail your experiences collides with the songwriter’s warm spirit. 
 

 
Certain sounds are timeless, and “Where I Go” could be a hundred years old or from tomorrow. It begins 

with overtones from India, as Amir Yaghmai’s yali tambur and Joachim Cooder’s percussion add an instant ancient 
wisdom before Juliette Commagere’s exquisite voice begins singing. She immediately takes us on a dreamy 
excursion to the moon, sweeping into view like a vision from a Hollywood movie. There is a breathy drama that 
starts to unfold from the very first verse, and Commagere is definitely directing the movie. The song sounds like it 



was recorded on a huge old Warner Bros. Pictures soundstage, with dozens of musicians playing together as one. 
Meanwhile, the music feels like a cold winter night--a mystery waiting to unravel--creating a tension that never 
quite lifts off but instead teases us mercilessly. And like all the other great mysteries, it’s in the not knowing that the 
real pleasure lies.  

Julliette Commagere has been someone who always sounded like she was searching for something, a place 
she could call her own and then explore endlessly. On Queens Die Proudly, she has found it, and while “Where I 
Go” might be the most accessible song on the album….every single one will pull you into her world and make you 
not want to leave--ever. Of all the albums released in 2008, none has announced a major new musical presence like 
this one. 

 

 
Hoo boy. I am exhausted. I’ve gone out every night for the last five nights. In fact, I almost decided to ditch 

last night’s show at the Echo in favor of potato chips and netflix instant viewing. But no, I picked myself up and 
said, “Rachel, don’t be lame! Get out and see Juliette Commagere’s solo show!” Why? Because her music is super 
pretty and I knew I’d kick myself for missing it. Besides, I’d seen her kick vocal ass two nights in a row. Why not 
go for a solid three? 

In fact, I think Juliette Commagere must have a supernatural amount of energy. I saw her perform in 
Puscifer (the Maynard James Keenan of Tool’s side project) at the Nokia Club on Saturday AND Sunday. And those 
were an hour and half sets! I’m a huge Tool freak, so I immediately have a huge amount of respect for those who 
collaborate with him. Still, her performances with him were so badass that I knew I had to see her perform a third 
consecutive time. 

But unlike her art-metal cohort, Juliette Commagere provided more gentle, delicate sounds. Her voice is 
haunting and angelic, as if descending from some twilight horizon. She sang about looking out from skyscrapers and 
queens dying proudly. She clearly had super mad skills as a singer and could have carried all of her numbers a 
capella. Instead though, she was supported by large crowd of super talented musicians. With trumpets, cellos, 
guitars, keyboards and synths, this ten-person team made her work amazingly layered and versatile. She didn’t hide 
behind them, she worked with them. In fact, she even made a point of saying, “I’m Juliette Commagere. And this is 
band is… also Juliette Commagere! We’re all Juliette Commagere!” Together they even got the place jumping with 
some pretty dancy numbers. 

And (of course) the highlight of my evening came when Juliette brought up Maynard James Keenan and 
Puscifer: “So… I woke up with these Puscifer lyrics stuck in my head. Wanna hear? ‘This vagina mine teach ya 
patient diligence. Keep the chain-gangs waiting, make a cat-bird sing…’ Oh wait, this is an All-ages show! Maybe I 
shouldn’t say vagina! Whoops!” It was pretty hilarious and I loved her shout out to Maynard. Did I mention I’m a 
huge Tool freak? Yep… 

Anyway, Juliette Commagere’s twinkling, layered songs were a real delight. After her set ended, she 
proceeded to sing another full set supporting the Bird and the Bee! That’s… four sets in three days. See? 
Supernatural amount of energy. I was still pretty tired when I got home last night, but I am so glad I didn’t stay in. 
 -Rachel K 
 
PULP AND CIRCUMSTANCE 

Pulp and Circumstance is currently addicted to the beauty of Juliette Commagere, who manages to create 
these amazing looped tracks with delicious synth that sort of creep into your brain and make it melt. 

Commagere, who you may know for her work with the band Hello Stranger, worked on her forthcoming 
release with help from famed musician Ry Cooder and his son Joachim; if you know nothing of the Cooders, for 
shame--he is one of America's greatest guitarists, plays a knock-out slide guiitar, has worked with Captain 
Beefheart, The Rolling Stones (as a sessions player on slide and mandolin for Sticky Fingers and Let it Bleed), Van 
Morrison, oh, and his little bit as a member of The Rising Sons, with P&C favorite Taj Mahal. 

But enough of Mr. Ry Cooder, genius that he is. Commagere is slated to release her debut full-length 
record this month, called Queens Die Proudly--October 28, to be exact. And its filled with brilliant guitars (duh) and 
this intriguing blend of disco and new wave, and the stringed instrumentation is absolutely epic feeling at moments. 
Her vocals are absolutely addicting, filled with simple melody with that backdrop of high synth. Golf claps. 
 

 
OK, pleasing your ears today is the lovely Juliette Commagere, who some of you may recognize as the 

sister of singer/songwriter Robert Francis and as the singer of Hello Stranger.  As of late, she's been making a name 
for herself (contributions on Maynard's solo record and the new Avenged Sevenfold), so she went on a put together 
her own thing called Queens Die Proudly.  



It'll be released in the near future. Enjoy. There is no doubt in my mind that this lady could easily make one 
of those breezy, iTunes commercial-ready sort of songbird records, but as shown by this lush track (Queens Die 
Proudly), she seems to be more intent on showing just how awesome Swedish style pop is when it's given a bit of 
attitude.  Here's hoping that the rest of her solo full length is as grand in all of the ways that this gem is. 
 

 
Keytar enthusiast and former member of indie rock band Hello Stranger, Juliette Commagere is back on the 

scene and getting serious. Seriously solo. With her new album Queens Die Proudly, produced by Aeronaut Records 
(it dropped October 28th), Juliette takes things down a level. By things I mean the tempo, keytar, dance-ability, even 
the volume a bit, but definitely not the quality. This quality goes to 11! 

Starting off with the didgeridoo enriched track “Hearts”, Juliette sings with cool ambient vocals that echo 
out through the whole album. Accompanied with short bursts of choir-like sing along and a very worldly sound, this 
song seems as though it would fit well into a soundtrack for a remake of The Lion King (in a good way). 
Traveling further down the track list, songs like “Your Ghost”, “All Your Days” and “Where I Go” won’t be found 
on any soundtrack unless you are flipping through IFC or Sundance. Deep and thoughtful, Juliette takes us on a 
journey through her title track “Queens Die Proudly” (download). Complete with fast violin and synth action this 
song gives a glimpse into Juliette’s character and we get to see a little bit of what she’s all about. - Joe Gotschall 
 
that’s this world over 

I’ve been playing the hell out of DCLC, but now I’m alternating that with the new one from Juliette 
Commagere entitled Queens Die Proudly (released on 10/28).  I was reading some of the background on Juliette… 
and she has some strange associations with the likes of the Foo Fighters and Tool… but she sounds nothing like 
either of those (if she did I would not be writing this).  Anyway, her CD is a lovely gem that touches on sounds of 
The Album Leaf, Dido, Kate Bush and Jem. That’s covering a lot of territory, but she manages to hold it all 
together. Quite pleasing and definitely something worth a listen (actually multiple listens). 


