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GET TO KNOW WARPAINT AHEAD OF ITS 
UPCOMING COACHELLA APPEARANCE – EVEN IF 
YOU’RE JUST TUNING IN, THE BAND’S EVOLVING 
SOUND WELCOMES NEW LISTENERS.

There was a moment in the making of  “Heads Up” in which 
the women of  Warpaint found themselves in unfamiliar territory. 
Drummer Stella Mozgawa started messing around with an 
electronic beat on her pad, creating what she recalls as a “magic 
moment where everything in the room sounded really good.” 
Ultimately, the beat was recorded and given the working title, 
“Dre.” The name stuck when the track made the album.

But back to the beat: It was so good that all three other band 
members wanted to write the song to it. “It was a moment where 
nobody wanted to step on the other person’s toes but also had 
ideas for it,” Mozgawa recalls. “It kind of  ended up being first 
come, first served. You can’t just be like, ‘I’m going to write a song 
over that, so nobody else touch it.’ It was more like you actually 
have to be proactive when you make those decisions because 
if  you then don’t do anything with that song, then nothing will 
become of  it.” 

It was a new dynamic for the Los Angeles quartet, formed in 
2004. In the past, the indie rock band – which currently includes 
Mozgawa, guitarist/vocalist Emily Kokal, guitarist/vocalist 
Theresa Wayman and bassist/vocalist Jenny Lee Lindberg – would 
all gather in a room for group writing sessions. But for their third 
studio album, they wrote solo or in pairs, bringing nearly formed 
ideas to the table. 

It expedited the process, reflected in the album’s tighter, 
dancey-er vibe, which departs from Warpaint's typically moody, 
slinky grooves. Plus, it allowed each member to reimagine her 
role: During the four months they spent in the studio, the band 
created stations open to anyone to play. 
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“There’s something that happens when the four 
of  us make music, but there’s something that’s 
exciting to watch when somebody else picks up 
another instrument,” Mozgawa says.

“The albums before, we used to say, ‘If  we can’t 
play it, then we shouldn’t record it. … Let’s not put 
too much production into it that we can’t execute 
live,’ ” Kokal adds. “On this album we were just 
like, ‘Let’s not have any rules. Let’s do whatever we 
feel. Let’s not stand in our band positions and have 
our guitars and be stuck in this one idea of  what 
Warpaint is.’ ”

The newfound levity is most prominently heard 
in single “New Song,” a track that introduces pop 
into the band’s discography. But like the entire 
process, it wasn’t without kinks. (Wayman, by the 
way, ended up manning the vocals on “Dre,” though 
everyone contributed to the track.) “New Song” 
was such a departure from the norm that it initially 
sparked disagreements over direction. 

“It always had this element of  pop that we had 
never done before, and I think to a certain degree it 
made all of  us uncomfortable,” Kokal says. “… The 
thing about our band is that we’ve never intentionally 
tried to do anything pop-y at all. If  anything, I’d say 
we probably go the other direction.”

But after wrapping several songs with producer 
Jacob Bercovici (who worked with Warpaint on 
its debut EP “Exquisite Corpse” in 2008), the band 
showed him the track, which they’d placed on the 
backburner due to the tension. Kokal recalls Bercovici’s 
response after listening: “It’s going to be your single.”

“I think it was a vote of  confidence for the song that maybe 
we needed,” Kokal explains. “Sometimes you need that outside 
person who you trust, unbiased, that's not in the band. Because 
when you’re in a band, sometimes you can’t help but have your 
personal agenda.”

“Heads Up” gives a peek into Warpaint’s growing maturation 
in handling those individual visions – evolving from songs 
with shared ownership to a new kind of  collective creativity. 
“Heads Up” is eclectic, it’s electronic. It feels like listeners are 
granted access to individual artistry in addition to the group’s 
unified persona. 

“It’s fascinating to see how four people co-exist in a way, not 
just on a tour bus sharing clothes,” Mozgawa muses. “Everyone 
has a very particular idea of  who they are, how they feel and 
the kind of  music they want to make. And how do we do that 
simultaneously? It’s really interesting. I feel like we had to do what 
we did for this album to bring some new energy.”

When asked about the band’s personality dynamic, Mozgawa 
says Kokal is “aware and very empathetic,” and “quite often 
feels what other people are feeling.” Wayman is “cerebral” 
and “wants to find the truth and the honesty of  something” in 
both music and life. As for Lindberg, Mozgawa calls her “one 

of  the more naturally talented musicians” she’s ever met. “Her 
personality is very much entwined with the way that she plays,” 
Mozgawa explains, calling Lindberg’s lack of  assumption “one 
of  the more impressive things” a musician can do. And herself ? 
“Australianism,” she says, “a different way of  looking at things. A 
different perspective, maybe, and a different musical history.”

Luckily, the drummer quips, “everyone is very funny,” a shared 
quality manifested four ways that “makes so many insufferable 
moments completely sufferable and even enjoyable.”

“There’s a levity to the experience that we’re having that’s 
crucial to the survival of  our psychological health and wellbeing,” 
she adds, “and the survival of  this band and us continuing on.”

The “Heads Up” process began after Warpaint spent nearly 
a year spent apart – Lindberg told The Irish Times this past 
September that the band “almost split up” after its last tour. 
For much of  2015, group members worked individually or 
collaborated with other artists; in December, Lindberg released a 
solo project “Right On!” under the name jennylee. 

But working with other musicians created a “cyclical wave 
of  energy,” Mozgawa describes, reinvigorating each member 
individually, simultaneously. When the band returned to the 
studio, “we were all kind of  ready to speed it up and tighten it up 

and try some new things,” Kokal explains.
The result is that levity Mozgawa talks about – Warpaint is 

doing more than just surviving. To borrow a lyric from the track, 
“Whiteout”: You wouldn’t know it, but you’re really in your prime.

With all members hands-on during the production process 
(“What is expected and maybe structured musically for women is 
to have other people produce your music. … We’re very hands-on 
with all that stuff, and I think women who have a proclivity to be 
hands-on with that should be, despite what the musical landscape 
looks like or what’s suggested to you necessarily,” Mozgawa says) 
the lane is wide open for Warpaint to continue exploring the far 
reaches of  their dynamic. 

“I think we are all more sure of  ourselves as musicians,” says 
Kokal, who learned music production software Ableton during 
the band’s hiatus. “Everybody knows how to work, how to flow. 
Everybody knows how to produce music, which was a huge shift. 
We don’t need to rely as much on a middleman, translator. So the 
voice, the unified voice and vision, becomes clearer, the more we 
can put that kind of  stuff in our own hands.”

In the end, perhaps the most striking – and telling – lyric from 
this new album comes from the song “Don’t Wanna.”

Oh, we will not be defined.  
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