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Repetition With a Difference: How the Changing Refrain Rewrites 

Meaning in Sufjan Stevens' "Fourth of July" 

"Fourth of July" appears in the middle of Sufjan Stevens' 2015 album Carrie & Lowell, and it 

stages an imagined deathbed conversation between Stevens and his mother, Carrie, who died of 

stomach cancer in December 2012. The song runs on almost nothing, a hushed vocal, a muted 

piano, and a low synthetic hum that widens as the track goes on. What holds it together is 

repetition. Two patterns return again and again, and in both the return is where the meaning gets 

made. One pattern is a frame of tender nicknames that fills with a new image every time. The 

other is a blunt four-word sentence about death that arrives without variation at the end. The 

words in the first keep changing and mean more with each return. The words in the second never 

change and mean something new with each return. That is the method of the whole song, and it 

is the reason a track this bare hits as hard as it does. 

Consider the nicknames first. Across the song the two voices trade endearments that use one 

small template, a possessive plus a tender little image, a firefly, a hawk, a dragonfly, a dove. 

Each return uses the frame you already know and drops a fresh creature or object into it, so the 

device stays familiar while the content keeps surprising you. The effect is cumulative. A single 

pet name is sweet. A dozen of them across a dying woman's last hours build an intimacy so 

dense that the coming loss becomes almost unbearable. The repetition does the emotional labor. 

It convinces you that these two people knew each other down to a private vocabulary of 

nonsense names. Stevens has said the part of the song that undoes him is not the death line at all. 

It is the little nicknames. 
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Here the song sets a trap that only deepens on reflection. Stevens has explained that the entire 

conversation is invented. He and his mother had no pet names. She left when he was an infant, 

and their relationship stayed distant because she mostly was not there. So every tender nickname 

in "Fourth of July" describes a closeness that never happened. The repetition builds a bond 

within the song, and the fact behind the song is that the bond did not exist. Read the litany again 

with that knowledge and each endearment turns into a wish. The same words that read as 

memory now read as grief for something he was never given. The device has not changed. What 

changed is everything you know about it, and the meaning turns over completely. 

Now the ending. The song closes on a single flat sentence stating that everyone dies, and Stevens 

repeats it several times over the muted piano and a widening field of empty electronic sound. 

The words do not move at all. Their meaning does. The first time, the sentence lands as a verdict, 

cold and final, the plain terror of a son at his mother's bedside. By the third and fourth repetition, 

something shifts underneath it. The music stays gentle, the tone stays soft, and the sentence 

begins to console rather than frighten. Stevens has described the track as a lullaby, and the outro 

earns that word. Repetition wears the fear down. I have played the last minute of this song for 

people who did not know it, and the reaction is almost always the same, a flinch at the first 

repetition and something calmer by the last. The same four words that opened as a sentence of 

doom close as something near acceptance, even tenderness, a mother's last reassurance that death 

is ordinary and shared and survivable for the people who remain. 

Put the two devices beside each other and the design becomes plain. The nicknames are 

repetition with changing words and steady meaning that then flips when you learn the truth. The 

death line is repetition with steady words and shifting meaning, and the shift comes purely by 
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return and by the music around it. Both prove the same point about how songs work. A word 

does not hold a fixed meaning that it hands you once and for all. Meaning gets made by context 

and by recurrence, and a phrase you hear five times is not the same phrase five times. Stevens 

builds an entire song on that principle, and he trusts the listener to feel the difference each 

repetition makes. 

This is also, I think, why the song describes grief so precisely. Mourning is repetition with a 

difference. You say the same goodbye a hundred times, and it means something new on every 

occasion, lighter some days and heavier on others, and the words never settle into one final 

sense. "Fourth of July" reproduces that exact motion. It takes the most frightening sentence in the 

language and repeats it until the terror loosens and a kind of peace slips in, and it takes a handful 

of tender names and repeats them until you understand they were a wish all along. The song does 

not argue that death is fine. It shows how a person keeps saying the unbearable thing until they 

can hold it, which is the only way any of us ever manages to. 
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