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For Bonnie.
Speak. You will be heard.




INTRODUCTION


It is 26 August 1994, and I am watching Hole on stage at Reading Festival. It is their first gig since Kurt Cobain’s suicide four months earlier, and no one knows what to expect. Even with Love on stage, wearing not black but gold, the rumours persist. Is she high? Will she collapse? Will she mention him?


I am not here for the drama, but for the music. I drink warm beer too quickly and let Love’s cracked, desperate and sometimes tender voice sear through me. I close my eyes as she asks somebody to kill her in ‘Miss World’ and sings about burning witches in ‘Softer, Softest’.


I know all the lyrics from Live Through This, the Hole album released a week after Cobain’s death. I know what people said when it came out: that Cobain had written it. Just as, the following year, some would insist that Damon Albarn had written Elastica’s eponymous debut album because singer Justine Frischmann lived with him.


I look up at Love on stage. She is intense, emotional, feral. Performing might be cathartic, but she is ruined by grief. Between songs, she growls into the mic. ‘Oh yeah, I’m so goddamn brave.’ And, sarcasm turned up to ten, ‘This is like a hobby for me.’


The next evening, as the sky darkens, I am in Love’s hotel in west London. I have been commissioned by Virago Press, feminist publisher, to write my first book, a series of interviews with female musicians to be recounted in the first person. Love knows that I need her voice in Never Mind the Bollocks: Women Rewrite Rock; in fact, my contract depends on it. I know she likes to talk because I interviewed her before, for The Face magazine, in Seattle in late 1992 and I met her again the following summer, when interviewing Nirvana in New York.


And yet, even as I’m in Love’s suite, chatting to Hole guitarist Eric Erlandson and his nineteen-year-old girlfriend Drew Barrymore, I expect Love to send me away. She hasn’t given an interview since her husband died, and I wonder if I should offer to cancel. But no, Love wants to talk. And talk. Non-stop, for two hours. She is brittle, angry, tearful and yet great company. She talks about Backlash, Susan Faludi’s bestselling book about the anti-feminist backlash in America. About Hole drummer Patty Schemel being the first woman to appear on the cover of Drum World. About wanting to play with Elastica.


I ask about Reading Festival. Love knows damn well what everyone at the festival, both backstage and out in the audience, was saying. It was too soon. She looks at the music and style magazines scattered across the floor of her suite and sighs. ‘Well – and I hate to sound reactionary, because I really don’t go round saying “sexist” at everything – but I really truly believe that’s sexist. That music is a lot more vital when you’re a boy. But if it wasn’t for my baby [Frances Bean Cobain] and my music, I wouldn’t even be here on this planet. I’d be gone – fast.’


Both dazed and euphoric at the end of the interview, I get a black taxi back to Reading at 3 a.m. because I want to see the rest of the weekend’s bands. I spend a decent chunk of my book advance in doing so, but I don’t care. Sitting in the back of the cab, I realise that Love will survive. After all, she has already been accused of murdering her husband, poisoning her baby in utero with heroin and of being, well, mad. A crazy witch.


Yes, she can be a pain in the arse (she was days late for The Face interview, despite insisting that I fly out to Seattle on Boxing Day, and at times her stream of consciousness is tough to fathom), but that’s not important. What is important is this: Love never asks for permission to speak. When she speaks, she expects to be heard.


So that they might speak freely in our interviews, I offered all the women in Never Mind the Bollocks copy approval. I transcribed the interviews, edited them into first-person narratives and sent them back to each artist. When I started work on this book over two decades later, that same collaborative approach seemed even more felicitous: in a climate where women’s testimonies are mocked by men in high power, we surely need their stories more than ever.


The mid-nineties now seem not like a different country, but a different universe, not only in terms of politics, but also in terms of technology: although Tim Berners-Lee invented the World Wide Web in 1989, it took a while for everyone to have access to email.


Thus, one particularly bright morning in the late summer of 1994, the bulky grey fax machine at the foot of my bed churned into action at 6 a.m. and I watched as Debbie Harry’s foreword pushed through from New York to London. I remembered my first boyfriend saving up to buy me a vinyl copy of Parallel Lines in 1978, when I was eleven – still the best present a boyfriend has ever given me. And Harry singing ‘Heart of Glass’ on Top of the Pops the following year in a pink and yellow stripy dress and tie. Those cheekbones. That insouciant pout that predated Instagram by over three decades. Like all my friends, male and female, I fell in love.


Throughout the autumn of 1994, I was periodically woken by the fax machine spewing out its shiny, thin paper at ungodly hours. Blurry-eyed, I found annotated chapters from the American artists in Bollocks: Kim Gordon, Kristin Hersh, Tanya Donelly, Liz Phair, or Veruca Salt’s Nina Gordon and Louise Post. At least the UK-based artists – Björk; The Raincoats’ Gina Birch; Echobelly’s Sonya Aurora Madan and Debbie Smith; Doll’s Pam Hogg; Sister George’s Ellyott Dragon; Huggy Bear – returned their chapters when I was awake.


I was right up against a deadline, with Virago wondering if Love’s chapter would ever be returned, when a FedEx package arrived from Seattle. My mouth dry, I pulled the perforated strip off. There were Love’s notes, written in black biro and blood-red lipstick. I was so relieved to have them in my hands that I only later considered the lipstick. In another three or four years, she would have sent the notes by email, minus the lipstick. Sometimes I miss the pre-internet world, when FedEx packages were rock ’n’ roll.


Looking back on Never Mind the Bollocks: Women Rewrite Rock, I remember Huggy Bear, the pioneering British riot grrrl band, being spiky as hell, but then that was their shtick. I described them in the book as seeming like ‘snotty, prissy kids’; apart from anything else, their distrust of journalists led to us being banned from their gigs and it took months of cajoling before the band agreed to be interviewed for Bollocks.


Huggy Bear certainly had their place in the story of the mid-1990s – their idea of inviting women to stand at the front at gigs is still used by bands such as Dream Wife today – but they didn’t have the wild charisma of, say, X-Ray Spex singer Poly Styrene, nor any songs as urgent and thrilling as 1977’s ‘Oh Bondage Up Yours!’.


So the interviews for Bollocks may not always have been easy, but once an artist agreed to be in the book, I was generally given amazing access – very much in keeping with the end of the golden age of journalism. I conducted all the interviews in 1994, a year which, in the indie/rock world at least, was defined by Kurt Cobain’s death. Just days after Cobain’s suicide, I flew to the East Coast of America to interview Sonic Youth’s Kim Gordon, widely regarded as a key influence on riot grrrl, the punked-up feminist protest movement which originated in the early 1990s in Washington state.


The mood among such indie rock royalty was sombre. Gordon talked tearfully off the record about her good friend Cobain. Back on, she said two things that I still remember. The first was this: ‘In America, the mainstream doesn’t consider you if you’re a woman making what they see as annoying music.’ And the second: ‘I hope my daughter grows up to feel that she can do anything she wants to do.’


Decades later, little has changed. Mothers still worry about being positive role models to their daughters and about passing on the notion that their daughters can make their own choices and succeed on their own terms. Beyoncé, for example, is still talking about the importance of her daughters being self-empowered. In a rare interview published in the September 2018 issue of American Vogue, she said, ‘My mother taught me the importance not just of being seen but of seeing myself. As the mother of two girls, it’s important to me that they see themselves too – in books, films, and on runways. It’s important to me that they see themselves as CEOs, as bosses, and that they know they can write the scripts for their own lives.’


However, it’s much easier to talk about self-empowerment as a loose concept than it is to actually define what the word ‘feminism’ means right now. Beyoncé should know. She famously performed ‘Flawless’, a song which samples a TED talk by Nigerian writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, with the word FEMINIST writ large on the stage behind her during the Mrs Carter Show World Tour (oh, the irony of using one’s married name).


TIME magazine decided it was the moment where ‘a word with a complicated history [was] reclaimed by the most powerful celebrity in the world’. Others dismissed it as ‘feminist lite’.


Beyoncé later explained her reasoning to Elle magazine. ‘I put the definition of feminist in my song and on my tour, not for propaganda or to proclaim to the world that I’m a feminist, but to give clarity to the true meaning. I’m not really sure people know or understand what a feminist is, but it’s very simple. It’s someone who believes in equal rights for men and women.’


Since the word féminisme was coined by French utopian socialist and philosopher Charles Fourier in 1837 – even as early as 1808 he wrote that the development of any civilisation could be judged by the extent to which its women were liberated – it has been assigned multiple nuances. It’s been disregarded as a dirty word, as the f-word.


Presidents who think it’s okay to boast about grabbing women ‘by the pussy’ are scared of women and terrified of feminists. But what kind of feminist are you? A fourth-waver or a fifth-waver? The Women’s Equality Party holds ‘Feminism 5.0’ camps because its members feel that a fifth wave is necessary as ‘a gender-equal future looks more fragile than ever before’. If you go on a Women’s March in the US or the UK, as a woman or a man, does that automatically make you a feminist?


What is clear is that it’s not enough to label oneself a feminist, whether 4.0 or 5.0. We have to look further than our own experiences. The Guardian published a piece in 2017 saying that no one knows exactly what intersectional feminism means, but to my mind Professor Kimberlé Crenshaw’s term can be understood thus: feminism isn’t just about white, middle-class women. It needs to be inclusive and that means considering the impact of class, race, disability, gender identity and sexual orientation. Put in its simplest terms, my experience of the world as a white woman is obviously not the same as that of, say, a Hispanic woman.


Crenshaw, a law professor at UCLA and Columbia, saw black women as being ‘legally invisible’. She argued that the legal system saw sexism as injustice to all women and racism as injustice to people of colour – ergo, it failed to take into account that women of colour face both sexism and racism.


And all this when, as Beyoncé says, we’re still fighting for equal rights for men and women. All women.


Progress may be slow, particularly given the present incumbent of the White House. But there are small victories. In 2017, the Me Too movement galvanised women to speak up about sexual aggression, and the American online dictionary Merriam-Webster declared ‘feminism’ as the most looked-up word of the year (apparently spiking following news coverage of the Women’s March on Washington, DC in January that year, and driven by The Handmaid’s Tale on television and Wonder Woman on the big screen).


And yet not everyone likes a label (or a hashtag). When I interviewed Viv Albertine for Esquire Weekly around the same time as the publication of her acclaimed memoir Clothes, Clothes, Clothes. Music, Music, Music. Boys, Boys, Boys, she told me that The Slits and many of their contemporaries were against any kind of label. ‘It would have made it all too easy for the establishment to pack us into boxes – “feminists”, “punks”, “louts”, “degenerates” – and dismiss us. While they couldn’t work out what we were, we still had a chance of being listened to.’


Like my mother before me and my daughter after me, I am a feminist. But I understood what Albertine was saying. There’s no point in being a feminist if no one is listening.


Not all the women in Never Mind the Bollocks directly referenced feminism. They might not have willingly given themselves that label, but I would argue that their actions were those of feminists. Some, however, were more reluctant to take on the issue of gender than others.


In her Bollocks chapter, the wonderful Björk reminisced about growing up in Iceland. She mentioned meeting a lover when she was sixteen who was poor but had around ten thousand books. ‘I was really lucky,’ she recounted. ‘I could stand up and say, “Listen, I want to read something that’s kind of like, hairy and dangerous with a nice female character”. And it’d be like, “Here you go” … I’ve read heavily ever since. The ones I liked most were those which made me realise I wasn’t mad.’


When asked about her experience of being a woman in the music industry, Björk said, ‘I guess I’ve taken being a woman for granted and decided early on that the only thing for me to do was ignore it. People used to say, “Wow, she can do all this and she’s a woman!” That upset me – fuck you! Also, when I was growing up and making music, I never wanted to work with people because they were boys or girls … All that female thing bored me to death.’


I understood what Björk was saying. It shouldn’t be about choosing to work with boys or girls, it should be about who’s best for the job. But equally I felt slightly disappointed that she was apparently swerving the very real issue of the misogyny – casual and explicit, occasional and everyday – that is ever-present in the music industry.


Imagine my delight, then, when I read Björk’s Pitchfork interview with American critic Jessica Hopper in early 2015. Entitled ‘The Invisible Woman’, it was the interview I wish Björk had been ready to give for Bollocks.


She was essentially talking to Hopper about her new album, Vulnicura, and its intimate response to her break-up with a long-term partner. But there was more: Björk said that women are the ‘glue between a lot of things’, and that ‘it’s invisible, what women do’. She talked about her love of Kate Bush, Chaka Khan (particularly a remix album from the 1980s), Joni Mitchell’s Hejira, widely agreed to be one of the most feminist albums ever made, and working with Venezuelan producer Alejandro Ghersi, aka Arca.


It was originally widely misreported that Vulnicura was produced by Arca instead of being co-produced by Björk and Arca. Björk admitted to Pitchfork that, for a decade, she didn’t want to talk about that kind of thing – until finally, in 2006, she clarified her regular co-producing role on her website (it’s worth noting that until he went into the studio with Björk, Arca had never made an album, whereas she had already recorded eight).


Journalists still insisted on giving the credit to Arca. Björk’s response? ‘I have sometimes thought about releasing a map of all my albums and just making it clear who did what.’


Without Hopper having to push, Björk went even further: ‘I want to support young girls who are in their 20s now and tell them: You’re not just imagining things. It’s tough. Everything that a guy says once, you have to say five times.’


Björk recalled the time M.I.A. complained to her about not being recognised for her own work in the studio. Björk’s advice? ‘Just photograph yourself in front of the mixing desk in the studio and people will go, “Oh, OK! A woman with a tool, like a man with a guitar.” Not that I’ve done that much myself, but sometimes you’re better at giving advice than doing it yourself. I remember seeing a photo of Missy Elliott at the mixing desk in the studio and being like, a-ha!’


From time to time in the decades following the publication of Never Mind the Bollocks, Virago had suggested I update it. Reading Hopper’s excellent article, I wondered if it might be the right moment.


In various ways, Bollocks has stayed in my life in the two decades since it was published.


Of all the books I have written – collaborative biographies with Mike Leigh and Danny Boyle; collaborative autobiographies with Steve Coogan and David Hare – Never Mind the Bollocks is still the one that elicits the most attention. I’m not mentioning this because it makes me feel good: my point is that the women’s stories held within its pages meant something to people, ten, twenty years on from its publication. I still get emails from young women whose lives were made better in some small way by Bollocks; it’s on various university reading lists and is referenced in several academic books.


Following his death in 1997, Jeff Buckley’s mother Mary Guibert put a list of his book collection on jeffbuckley.com and there is Bollocks, happily sandwiched between Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch, Craig McGregor’s Bob Dylan: A Retrospective and Webster’s Ninth New Collegiate Dictionary. (I interviewed Buckley for the NME in the spring of 1995, but I doubt he made the connection; I think it’s just a happy coincidence.)


Ten years on, in November 2017, Publishers Weekly ran a list of ‘10 Essential Music Books’ and there, alongside Lizzy Goodman’s brilliant Meet Me in the Bathroom: Rebirth and Rock and Roll in New York City 2001–2011 and Greil Marcus’s Mystery Train: Images of America in Rock ’N’ Roll Music, is Never Mind the Bollocks.


The following year, The Quietus published its ‘Top 40 Books About Music’ and, to my surprise and delight, Bollocks was there again, alongside England’s Dreaming by Jon Savage (for many people, including me, the best book on punk and 1970s Britain) and The Sex Revolts: Gender, Rebellion and Rock ’N’ Roll, a super-smart book by Simon Reynolds and Joy Press.


The Sex Revolts came out the same year as Bollocks: if both are on a hotlist in 2017, perhaps people really do still want to read about music and gender.


Of course, being a writer, I procrastinated.


I read Rebecca Solnit’s 2014 book Men Explain Things to Me, the title taken from her 2008 essay of the same name. In 2003, Solnit was at a party in a chalet above Aspen, Colorado, when the host summarised a book he had recently read a review of, ignoring Solnit’s friend’s attempts to alert him to the fact that Solnit herself had written the book. This essay is credited as inspiring the term ‘mansplaining’ and, later, ‘manspreading’.


The introduction to Roxane Gay’s collection of essays, Bad Feminist, is alone worth the cover price. She writes of the world changing ‘faster than we can fathom in ways that are complicated’, and of the cultural climate shifting. ‘Feminism is flawed, but it offers, at its best, a way to navigate this shifting cultural climate … Feminism has helped me believe my voice matters, even in this world where there are so many voices demanding to be heard.’


So, why a ‘bad feminist’? Because Gay is flawed. She is human. She is not ‘terribly well versed in feminist history’. As a younger woman, she disavowed feminism. ‘I was called a feminist, and what I heard was, “You are an angry, sex-hating, man-hating victim lady person.” This caricature is how feminists have been warped by the people who fear feminism most, the same people who have the most to lose when feminism succeeds.’


Over time, Gay – by her own admission – grew up and adjusted her expectations. Feminism, she writes, is a choice; even if a woman doesn’t consider herself a feminist, Gay will still fight for her rights. She adds her voice to the call for a more intersectional kind of feminism, writing that women of colour, queer women and transgender women need to be ‘better included in the feminist project’. Part of the reason Gay wasn’t a feminist through her teens and twenties is because she didn’t think that, as a black woman, it was for her. She concludes that ‘when you can’t find someone to follow, you have to find a way to lead by example’.


Feminism is complicated.


I turned from feminist tomes to memoir.


I reread Just Kids, Patti Smith’s frank and fascinating account of her friendship with the late Robert Mapplethorpe, set against a backdrop of late 1960s and 1970s New York and winner of the 2010 National Book Award for Nonfiction in the US. I was drawn to the honesty in Tracey Thorn’s bestselling 2013 memoir, Bedsit Disco Queen: How I Grew Up and Tried to be a Popstar, in which she describes both the trickiness of the music business and the pull of motherhood. I read a collection of Hopper’s work, wryly entitled The First Collection of Criticism by a Living Female Rock Critic, Kim Gordon’s Girl in a Band and Hunger Makes Me a Modern Girl, the moving memoir by Carrie Brownstein, one-time singer with the excellent Sleater-Kinney.


These books felt like a small revolution.


Women have published memoirs before, of course. When I interviewed Courtney Love for The Face in December 1992, she randomly opened her copy of Peggy Caserta’s Going Down with Janis. ‘This is the sort of biography I want written about me. I’ll read out the first sentence: “I was stark naked, stoned out of my mind on heroin and the girl lying between my legs was Janis Joplin … ”’


But these new memoirs were different. Caserta was Joplin’s lover, a woman privy to Joplin’s excesses – but she wasn’t inside Joplin’s head. These new memoirs not only refuse to reinforce the cliché of the rock star – the cliché that is, let’s face it, mostly male – but also let the reader access their stories in a very personal manner.


Inspired, perhaps, in part at least, by Caitlin Moran’s gamechanging and hugely successful 2011 memoir How to Be a Woman, in which she writes about masturbating, Viv Albertine explains in the first pages of Clothes, Music, Boys that she has never masturbated. It shouldn’t now be shocking that women masturbate (or don’t), but somehow everyone thought it was: go online and you’ll see that Moran is still partly defined by it.


Clothes, Music, Boys is, of course, about so much more than minor details like masturbation or the fact that Sid Vicious dotted his ‘i’s with little circles. It’s about how The Slits navigated punk and how Albertine herself handled relationships, survived cancer and the deaths of her friends. It’s about life in all its 3D glory, but it’s also about righting a wrong.


Even as recently as 2016, a celebration of punk at the British Library included a primer that read, ‘Groups such as Sex Pistols, The Clash and Buzzcocks stimulated a nationwide wave of grassroots creativity’; Albertine crossed out the three band names on the primer and replaced them with The Slits, X-Ray Spex and Siouxsie and the Banshees.


Albertine added, ‘What about the women!’ and signed her name. It was very punk; but also, yes, what about the women?


These unconventional memoirs were tipping the balance away from male artists, but it was clear that there were more stories to be told.


It seemed a very long time since the 1995 publication of Never Mind the Bollocks: Women Rewrite Rock and its American counterpart, Grrrls: Viva Rock Divas (the name changed because, as my American editor explained, ‘the term “bollocks” is not commonplace at all in the US’). So much had changed (technology), and yet very little had changed (women still aren’t equal to men in the music industry).


By 2017, when I actually began work on the follow-up to Bollocks, it was twenty years since I’d started using the internet at home. In those two decades, the music industry had imploded and social media had exploded. With the huge drop in physical sales (vinyl may be cool again, but it doesn’t pay young musicians’ bills) and the advent of streaming services such as Spotify, which often pass on even less of the profit to musicians than record companies, all but the biggest artists (Adele, Beyoncé, Rihanna, Cardi B, et al.) know that if they want to make money then they have to tour.


The internet gives and it takes away: for journalists in the field of popular culture such as myself, it’s been strange to watch the decline of the printed press and the rise of the blog and the idea that everyone can be a critic. Bands once reliant on record company deals can now release their own music to the public via Bandcamp; subscription services such as Spotify and Tidal have made everything available to everyone and the satisfaction of searching out rare vinyl is a dying hobby.


Even Spotify, it should be noted, has jumped onto the feminist bandwagon: on International Women’s Day in 2018, it partnered with Smirnoff (when did the branding of everything happen?) to launch Spotifiy Equalizer. This new tool shows the gender breakdown of the artists you listen to. I got 81 per cent men to 18 per cent women (the shame), but was told I listened to more women than average. I equalised my Spotify playlist using a slider and a new playlist was created.


The monetising of feminism aside, the infrastructure of the music industry has, effectively, changed almost beyond all recognition. Bollocks was basically a series of interviews with female indie rockers. Now, indie is no more, at least not in any meaningful sense. In fact, thanks to Spotify’s Playlist facility, in which you can pick your favourite song from an album and create a never-ending Best Of list, genre no longer exists in the same way.


My fourteen-year-old daughter doesn’t differentiate between Cardi B, Blur, The Beatles, Beyoncé or Bowie (and that’s just the Bs). A great song is a great song. Nor is her generation of digital natives particularly tribal; I would never be able to tell what her mates listened to from the way they look, whereas all my peers knew I was a new wave goth into Soft Cell, Siouxsie and the Banshees and The Cure when I was the same age.


I’m not on Facebook, and I spend less and less time on Twitter (it’s too angry, too divisive), but I love Instagram and am fascinated by how female artists use it as a platform not only to sell their work, but also to express themselves freely.


Patti Smith, who joined Instagram in March 2018, is almost unrivalled in her ability to write elegant, poetic posts, whether about Martin Luther King, Kirsten Dunst, the Renaissance painter Raphael, Stanley Kubrick, her two grown-up kids, creative people’s gravestones or her set list for that night’s show. She isn’t on Instagram to sell records, but to communicate. It’s almost a lost art.


Smith has 150,000 followers at the time of writing. A big hitter like Adele has 33 million (and follows no one). In April 2017, she posted three videos of herself dancing like crazy in front of her TV as she watched Beyoncé play Coachella. Those three videos, all without sound, racked up an astonishing 18 million views.


When Adele posted a screenshot of Ibeyi’s second album, Ash, it got nearly half a million likes (and elicited an ecstatic response from the duo, who are Adele’s labelmates: ‘We are fucking twerking out of joy!’). When Adele wished Beyoncé a happy birthday (‘We love you like no other’), the post got over a million likes.


Beyoncé herself is on another level with 117 million followers at the time of writing (she too follows no one). When she posted a photo of herself on the front cover of US Vogue’s September 2018 issue on Instagram, 2.5 million people liked it in twenty-four hours. A further 18,000 commented on it.


The same day as Beyoncé’s Vogue post (6 August 2018), I looked at Cardi B’s Instagram. Nearly 30 million followers and lots of photos of her husband Offset’s cereal addiction. The most recent post was in fact a repost: ‘@iamcardib is now the ONLY artist of 2018 to have three songs sell over 500,000 pure copies in the US!’ There were 1.6 million likes within twelve hours and 15,000 comments.


The trolls love Cardi B. They write of her ‘crazy, funny, fake personality’ and the ‘fact’ that she can’t ‘rap for shit’.


(It’s worth a digression here: a former stripper from the Bronx, Cardi B is an easy target, a singer who got rich very quickly after the global success of ‘Bodak Yellow’. People might be streaming her music in their millions, but she isn’t given an easy ride. In April 2017, she visited UK hip-hop DJ Tim Westwood’s show: he spent virtually no time discussing her music and randomly focused instead on her nails, her favourite weaves, her ‘attitude to white chocolate’, how many inches she likes, the number of men she’s slept with, stripping … I could go on, but he’s not worth the effort. In May 2018, in an interview with The Breakfast Club radio show in America, controversial rapper Azealia Banks dismissed Cardi B as a ‘caricature of a black woman’, and added: ‘I don’t understand how we go from Beyoncé and Solange and Black Lives Matter to this [Cardi B]. I know we’re not monolithic, but come on … I just don’t understand the extreme lack of couth. I’ve never seen that at the forefront of female rap. I didn’t know the bar would be lowered so much. It was kind of like a culture shock.’)


Whatever you think of Cardi B, it’s a huge shame that, as much as social media gives women their own agency, it also takes it away. Female musicians are called names. Belittled. Insulted. Issued with death threats. With rape threats. Mostly by anonymous people (the majority of whom are probably men, let’s face it) hoping no doubt to intimidate these powerful women into silence.


It’s just not the same for male musicians: Liam Gallagher, with nearly 700,000 followers, posts a photo of himself jiggling a tambourine at the start of August 2018 and gets 43,000 likes and 285 comments. Scrolling down, I could only find this: ‘You’re getting more like Phil Collins by the day’. And it might not even be trolling.


Either way, it’s clear that one of the central current issues for musicians, especially female musicians, is not only how they use the internet, but how they protect themselves from it.


Deciding on a title for the follow-up to Never Mind the Bollocks was the easy bit.


Although A Seat at the Table is obviously the title of Solange’s powerful, political and personal 2016 album, the phrase is one that has resonated with me since I was a kid. Having a ‘seat at the table’ has always meant being part of the conversation. If you have a seat at the table, you have a voice. If you have a voice, you can effect change. As for the subtitle, the notion of an ongoing battle is implicit, but it also refers back to a message Tanya Donelly sent me after the publication of Bollocks: ‘Thank you for being on the frontline’.


It goes without saying that I wanted to talk to Solange for this book, but she wasn’t available for interview. Some reviews of Bollocks asked why certain women weren’t in the book. I am sure the same question will be asked of A Seat at the Table: Women on the Frontline of Music. But here’s the thing: if a woman isn’t in either book, the chances are that I tried to get an interview with her. Some of the women declined on the basis that they are intensely private, others on the basis that they don’t want to be in a book with other women. Fair enough. I wish there wasn’t still a need for women to be given the opportunity to talk freely in their own space, but I personally think there is.


I sent many, many emails to many, many publicists. I took my chances and sent direct messages to female musicians on Instagram. I asked those on Twitter to follow me back so that I could send a direct message. I nudged. I nudged again. I even did it the old-fashioned way – I picked up the phone. Sometimes a manager would be interested and then, a few months later, his or her artist would go global and silence would inevitably follow.


I get it: these artists are protected more than ever before by managers, agents, publicists, PRs and so on. Their interview schedules are based around promoting their records and world tours, not appearing in someone else’s book. I would have loved the opportunity to talk to Beyoncé without any limit on time. Ditto Janelle Monáe, an artist as exciting as Prince and as determined to push the notion of gender as David Bowie was before her.


I understand that Britain is a small island (about to get smaller), and why engage with a book – of all things – for a relatively small publisher when 18 million people watch your funny Beyoncé dance?


I quickly realised that, even if I had access to a Knowles sister, my time would be ridiculously limited. The fact that the A*-listers were inaccessible turned out to be a blessing in disguise; it gave me the opportunity to curate a list of women whose music I loved, some of whose stories haven’t yet been widely told or who are overlooked because they aren’t a big presence on social media. It was oddly liberating to have the freedom to pull together a group of immensely talented women who have compelling stories to tell about how their backgrounds shaped them and their identity defined them. As working-class women, gay women, women of colour or older women. Or, simply, as women.


As genre no longer really exists, I no longer had to worry about it. I could talk to Alison Moyet, a pop star whose career has spanned a breathtaking four decades, who has sold over twenty million records and is making some of her best work now. On the title track of her 2017 album, Other, Moyet writes, ‘So I cut out whichever shape I need … I’m as free as I’ve ever been’. It’s a sentiment that would surely resonate with the other women in the book, women who both shape-shift and demand freedom.


I could interview Dream Wife, making a name for themselves on the post-punk London scene; or Georgia, an extraordinary young drummer who was too nervous to go into the school music room at lunchtime because it was full of boys; or Catherine Marks, voted UK Producer of the Year at the 2018 Music Producers Guild (MPG) Awards – not Female Producer, but Producer.


I could talk to Jessica Curry, the BAFTA Award-winning composer of the score for the game Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture, and CHVRCHES’ Lauren Mayberry about their frankly terrifying experiences of being trolled online. To Kalie Shorr, about how she and kindred young female musicians in Nashville dealt with the entrenched sexism in the capital of country music by forming Song Suffragettes, a songwriting collective for women. To Nadine Shah, who writes brutally honest lyrics of love and loss, but who is also unashamedly political. Her most recent album, Holiday Destination, was about the plight of displaced people and the global shift to the right. Her next album will be about ‘issues specific to women’, including gynaecological issues rarely discussed in public, never mind on records.


I met French-Cuban twins Ibeyi at XL Records in Notting Hill as the sky was turning an apocalyptic orange at midday. I sat there, helpless, as tears were shed when they talked about their late father, a member of Buena Vista Social Club. I met Maggie Rogers – made famous overnight when a video of Pharrell moved to tears when listening to her song ‘Alaska’ during a masterclass at NYU went viral – at an Airbnb in east London. She was generous with her time, but it was clear how hard it is for a fiercely creative and independent woman to be catapulted into the limelight by a man.


Emmy the Great shared wonderful stories about growing up in Hong Kong, moving to East Grinstead and the difficulties of making a living from music in the early twenty-first century. She introduced me to Mitski, a singular artist born in Japan and now living in New York, but only after living in a dozen other countries in between. Tracey Thorn talked of the feminist books she ‘hoovered up’ when arriving at Hull University to study English, and of having no control of her public persona when she became famous.


It was summer 2018 by the time I met Radio 1 presenter Clara Amfo in a rooftop restaurant in Soho, where she talked about her strong and stubborn Ghanaian mother; her assumption, as a kid, that she was equal to her brothers and how ‘UKIP Dave’ tweeted his disapproval when she started DJing at Radio 1.


Norwegian pop star Sigrid, then just twenty-one, was in such demand that I didn’t get enough time with her to write a chapter, but no matter – her experience of the music business mirrors that of plenty of women in A Seat at the Table, and can be encapsulated in a few choice sentences. ‘Don’t Kill My Vibe’, her debut single which became a global hit, was inspired by an earlier songwriting session with two men. In the song she writes about being shut down and treated like a child. She sighed as she explained, ‘I felt like my opinions weren’t respected. Maybe because I was young as well as female. I wrote the song as a universal message: don’t just smile, speak out. Say when something isn’t okay. “Don’t Kill My Vibe” is so aggressive because I had that anger in me. It was good to get it out. I’m very happy if young women relate to the lyrics, especially if it gives them permission to be angry.’


Other young artists on the brink of success were also pushed for time because everyone else wanted to talk to them too – which augurs well for the future of women in music. Poppy Ajudha made a huge effort to meet me at a Brighton restaurant during the Great Escape music festival between giving several radio interviews and performing live. She talked about growing up with a mother whose family are from Britain and a father whose family are from St Lucia and India (‘I know what it’s like to be objectified as a mixed-race woman’), about coming out on Instagram (‘I still cringe a bit’) and Cardi B’s complex character (‘whether she’s a feminist or not, she illuminates a more modern way of expressing the female voice’).


Kate Tempest, meanwhile, arranged to meet on an abandoned sofa in a large south London park. I found her there with Murphy, her husky, and, aware that she isn’t keen on interviews, was surprised she was happy to talk for almost three hours. Forced off the sofa by the noise of an industrial lawnmower, we moved to a park bench, where we were briefly interrupted by a jogger desperate to tell Tempest that she is a genius poet and performer (she blushed). And then, finally, on to a cafe to drink tea among the local yummy mummies (Tempest apologised in advance).


She talked, at length, about books, music, sexual capital and everything in between. Sometimes wary of giving too much of her private self away, Tempest surprised me with her honesty: ‘As a woman, the temptation is to go out onto stage – and I’ve done it so many times – and try to be liked. You need them to like you before they’ll listen to you. You need them to relax in your company. The best thing you can do as a woman is make yourself look a bit stupid and unthreatening. You are effectively saying, “I’ve worked really hard and I’ve got lots to say, but don’t worry, I’m still a woman and still stupid”.’


One of the last women I interviewed was Natalie Merchant, former singer of 10,000 Maniacs and, since the early 1990s, a solo artist. In the scorching summer of 2018, she sang for over two hours in a local church in my hometown of Brighton, opening with interpretations of Victorian and modernist poems, receiving rapturous applause for ‘Motherland’ and ‘Texas’, and unexpectedly climbing the stairs to the balcony and leading the audience in a singalong of tunes from Lionel Bart’s Oliver! soundtrack.


After the gig, I was taken backstage to meet Merchant by her female tour manager. She sat on the sofa drinking tea as her guitarist, Erik Della Penna, packed up the tour van. Merchant has been in the music business for thirty-five years, not all of them easy. As she explains in her chapter, she has found a way of remaining true to herself, through both the music she is now performing and the work she has done for the past two decades as a community organiser and volunteer.


But the first woman I interviewed for this book stayed in my mind as I got on with interviewing all the others. It seems a long time since I battled the high winds of Storm Doris to meet Héloïse Letissier in her east London hotel room in February 2017. As her alter ego, Christine and the Queens, she had already released Chaleur Humaine. Watch her dance and, like her idol Michael Jackson, you’ll see that she is the music. She sings in English and French, often flipping seamlessly from one to the other in the same song. She identifies as pansexual, but that matters less than the music – as her sexuality is in the music, so the music is her sexuality.


In 2018, Christine cut her hair short and returned as Chris. Listen to the Jackson-esque funk of Girlfriend, the first single from the second album, Chris, and you won’t be able to keep still. Watch the video, in which Chris is macho and feminine at the same time. Be reminded that two decades into the twenty-first century, gender is no longer just about male vs female, but about all the incremental states of being a woman.


When I met Letissier, I was ready to talk about Solnit, Gay and the new wave of feminists. Apologetically, she said she hadn’t read them. And there it was: the women in this book might or might not read Solnit, but you can be sure they know what mansplaining is – after all, they work in the maledominated music industry.


I decided, in Letissier’s hotel room, that feminist theory didn’t matter. She was doing her own thing – pushing away perceived notions of identity like Bowie before her – and what a glorious thing to be doing. I didn’t want A Seat at the Table to be a clickbait book in which women gave knee-jerk responses to feminism. I was more interested in the impact on their lives of social media, Spotify and Bandcamp. In how these women try to support each other rather than compete against each other. In how they are trying, finally, to drop that ancient female habit of trying to be liked by conforming to a stereotype. Or in superstars like Cardi B, how they are challenging and subverting the old-fashioned notion of feminism.


In every interview I did, I was reminded how much has changed since the first book. In Bollocks, I lamented the lack of women featured on the cover of the NME; now the music weekly only exists online and has none of its previous influence. As I am writing this, Janelle Monáe has just posted an image on Instagram of all the women of colour who have recently graced fashion magazines – including Beyoncé on the cover of Elle and Rihanna on the cover of the September 2018 issue of British Vogue, the first time a black woman has been on the cover in the magazine’s 102-year history.


More female musicians than ever are coming through – so many that I have been in a panic every day for two years about missing out on one great female musician or another – but there need to be more, especially behind the scenes. It shouldn’t be a surprise that Catherine Marks was Producer of the Year, but in 2017 the hard fact is that only 6 per cent of the Music Producers Guild’s members were women.
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