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INTRODUCTION



I GREW UP LISTENING TO POP AND TOP 40 RADIO. WHILE MY PARENTS lacked the intense musical curiosity I came to inhabit, their tastes ran the gamut: Sade, Anita Baker, Luther Vandross, Aretha Franklin, Guns N’ Roses, the B-52s, Tears for Fears, the Clash, Michael Jackson, the Tubes, and, of course, Madonna. I thought that I was related to Kate Pierson. It didn’t matter that my last name was an adopted name and spelled with an ea rather than an ie. They sounded the same, and we both had red hair. I sang in the church choir and played alto saxophone. My mom drove me into the city to watch jazz bands, and at the time, I wanted to be a famous jazz saxophonist.


I was ten years old in 1991, the year “punk broke” and Nirvana altered mainstream music with their second album, Nevermind. Kurt Cobain was too much, too punk, for my delicate sensibilities. It wasn’t until 1994 that I listened to the album in its entirety. Shortly after, I discovered Hole’s Live Through This and Sonic Youth’s Screaming Fields of Sonic Love. I deemed their greatest hits album “unlistenable,” but “Death Valley ’69” introduced me to ’70s no wave progenitor Lydia Lunch. I convinced my mom to buy me a guitar and practice amp, followed by a drum set with one cymbal. By 1997, I started my first band and spent most of my free time in my basement room, which was plastered from floor to ceiling in posters and magazine covers, sneaking cigarettes, drinking warm Kahlúa, and writing songs on a digital eight-track recorder. I got a job at Compass Interactive Toy Store in the mall, not because I was interested in interactive toys but because it offered a paycheck and was in the same building as Strawberries record store and a Barnes & Noble. I didn’t have a car, but sometimes my mom let me borrow her minivan. My half-hour, unpaid lunch breaks consisted of hitting up the bookstore, buying a Rolling Stone or SPIN magazine, speed-reading a Courtney Love article, discovering that she was greatly influenced by Kim Gordon, and then heading to Strawberries and ordering a Sonic Youth or Free Kitten album. At the time, MTV still played music videos late at night, and I’d lose sleep recording live performances on VHS tape to be reviewed and interpreted later. Rosie O’Donnell hosted a talk show (before she came out) and had musical guests like Veruca Salt. So did Jenny McCarthy (before she was an anti-vaxxer). I was too young to attend concerts on my own, but my mother was hip and attractive and brought my sister and me to clubs with crumpled copies of our birth certificates, demanding we be admitted with a guardian. That’s how I was able to see Veruca Salt in person, as well as Garbage, Hole, Liz Phair, Letters to Cleo, Juliana Hatfield, and a smattering of male-fronted bands.


Women in rock of the 1990s were my archetype, and my main motivation was to be a drinking, smoking, drug-taking rock star. When I barely graduated high school in ’99, I had mastered the first three activities. Only rock stardom eluded me. I was also aware of a strange shift in music. I didn’t know what exactly had happened—and I was too drunk to investigate—but the “women in rock” wave had crashed, and the feminism of male allies like Kurt Cobain had begun to be replaced by overtly misogynist male rock stars, nu metal, teen pop stars, and boy bands.


I continued playing in bands with guys, at warehouse spaces in Providence, Rhode Island, during the experimental / noise music underground phenomenon. Thurston Moore and Kim Gordon even attended these shows in dilapidated buildings where smelly crust punks lived, worked, and performed. I sold plasma for beer money and recorded my own songs, shamelessly ripping off the Breeders, Sonic Youth, and Helium, in my shitty apartment and recruited friends to play shows. In the early 2000s, the White Stripes, the Strokes, and the Hives emerged from the underground to become the new alternative sensations on MTV. My friends began dressing like mods in black suits, white ties, and jet-black bowl cuts. They shaved their eyebrows and formed bands that sounded like the Rolling Stones, only not as good. Aside from Karen O and Peaches, nonconformist women in rock were nowhere to be found in the mainstream—and it’s arguable whether Karen O is nonconformist or Peaches can be considered a mainstream artist.


After eight years of floundering around Providence and Boston; after eight years of being high, drunk, unemployable, and at times experiencing homelessness; and after a suicide attempt, intervention, and arrest, I checked myself into detox at age twenty-six. While my fellow “inmates” had friends and family members smuggle in drugs and mascara, I preferred CDs. Marianne Faithfull, Veruca Salt, Amy Winehouse, Cat Power, and Judy Garland became the soundtrack to my early recovery. Therapists and counselors suggested I write, but all that came out were corny, depressing songs about sobriety. I resigned myself to the fact that being sober meant forfeiting creativity, wearing velour sweat suits, becoming heterosexual, dating a guy in a sober house, and listening to Eminem’s Recovery album. In the mid-late 2000s, Nirvana, Pearl Jam, Alice in Chains, and the Foo Fighters were still played on alternative radio and classic-rock stations, but the women were still gone. Sheryl Crow survived by transitioning to adult contemporary; Gwen Stefani went pop.


I got sober and found work as a bagel-sandwich maker, dog walker, and video-store clerk, before eventually enrolling in community college. I was pleasantly surprised to find I wasn’t a total moron. I did so well that I applied to Smith College and was accepted into their Ada Comstock Scholars Program for nontraditional students. As a former drunk and cokehead, I was decidedly nontraditional at this prestigious institution that claimed Gloria Steinem, Betty Friedan, and Sylvia Plath as distinguished alumnae.


During my first year, two things happened that changed the trajectory of my life: I got a job in the Smith archives and learned about oral history; and I wrote a paper about media representation using L7, the Breeders, and Veruca Salt as my main subjects. The problem was that I couldn’t find enough primary source material to cite. I decided to interview them—and then I interviewed more women. And more! This was the birth of what I called the Women of Rock Oral History Project, and soon enough, I became the director of a national repository of video interviews, the exact primary source documents I couldn’t cite when I was a freshman. And this drunk will soon hold a doctorate in history.
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AS PART OF THE WOMEN OF ROCK ORAL HISTORY PROJECT, I HAVE collected nearly seventy long-form video interviews to date, with narrators ranging from Viola Smith—one of the first professional female drummers in the United States—to Brenda Lee and members of Fanny; session musicians like Gail Ann Dorsey and Eva Gardner; punk and no wave progenitors Lydia Lunch, Alice Bag, and Exene Cervenka; ’60s icons Melanie Safka and Marianne Faithfull; transgender and gender nonconforming artists Mz. Neon, JD Samson, and Lynn Breedlove; and many ’90s rock women, including Shirley Manson, members of Hole and Team Dresch, Tanya Donelly, Kristin Hersh, Josephine Wiggs, Kate Schellenbach, Azalia Snail, Liz Phair, and Tracy Bonham. The archive continues to grow and is absolutely one of a kind. Following a self-guided format with a focus on the personal as well as the professional, the interviews cover standard topics like songwriting, recording, touring, the industry, musicianship, gear, and the creative process, but they start from childhood, with participants describing their upbringing, families of origin, education, personal relationships, parenting, and lives at present. They reflect on their contributions to rock history, their thoughts on gender, and women’s place in rock music. After a few years of editing and transcribing, I noticed a recurring theme among the alt-rock women I revered as a teen.


In 2018, I interviewed Shirley Manson, iconic redhead and vocalist of the seminal ’90s rock band Garbage. During the interview, she discussed her childhood, upbringing, and musical trajectory, but she also made a provocative statement: “It’s a blanket fact that after September 11, nonconformist women were taken off the radio.”1 I wouldn’t have put it in these terms, but what Manson said accorded directly to my own experience of listening to the radio and watching TV while I was a teenager and into my twenties. And if I had noticed something big in the zeitgeist through my haze of booze and tweaking, I figured there must really be something there. As I continued to interview more musicians who shared similar personal experiences (and horror stories), I began to suspect that the abrupt ending of their careers was less a matter of collateral damage and more a political instrument wielded in a new national-security state.


The 1990s had been a great decade for women in rock music. Hole, L7, Belly, the Breeders, PJ Harvey, Garbage, Luscious Jackson, Liz Phair, Elastica, Portishead, Sonic Youth, Veruca Salt, Alanis Morissette, and Throwing Muses made their way into public consciousness, while members of the underground riot grrrl movement found themselves deflecting media attention. Suddenly, nonconformist women were, if not everywhere, at least, and finally, out there. Old female archetypes—backup singer, chanteuse, folksy singer-songwriter, pop star—were complicated by frank lyrics, swaths of red lipstick, and feminist messages scrawled on bare midriffs in marker. Having been born and reared in a trailer park, I connected more with the blue-collar, working-class feminism of L7 and Hole. The riot grrrl movement lacked the artistic and aesthetic diversity of bands outside the liberal arts genre—riot grrrl bands did look and sound very similar—and as a high school student, anything representing a club or a clique ignited a fight-or-flight response. That is one reason you will not see riot grrrl represented in this book. It simply wasn’t my cup of tea, and the movement eschewed mainstream recuperation. Riot grrrls actively denied the media access to their scene. They were not signed to major labels, and I do not consider Bikini Kill, Bratmobile, or Heavens to Betsy (for example) mainstream alternative rock artists. The third and final reason is that the riot grrrls have done an excellent job documenting their history; they’ve done such a good job that any loud, alternative rock women are labeled riot grrrl retrospectively.


By the turn of the century, women in the music industry who had been chart-topping successes found themselves shunned from rock radio. Retaliatory efforts were made: Sarah McLachlan initiated the traveling festival Lilith Fair in 1997, but it, too, was a victim of backlash and ended in 1999.2 As I did with riot grrrl, I am mentioning Lilith Fair to acknowledge that other forms of musical feminism existed during this era, but I consider the separatist, kumbaya, singer-songwriter genre and the artistry and feminisms of the alternative rock genre as disparate and deserving of individual attention. Although her attitude has changed, Shirley Manson declined an invitation to perform at Lilith Fair, and L7 flew a banner over the festival that read, “Bored? Tired? Try L7.” To be fair, the band flew one over the Warped Tour, too, that said, “Warped Needs More Beaver.”


In the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, and the ensuing war on terror, the United States reverted to the Cold War mythology of the protective male and dependent female. John Wayne and the damsel in distress. In her book The Terror Dream, Susan Faludi investigates the disappearance of women in the media—commentators, scholars, news anchors, and editorialists—but this disappearance extended to musicians, artists, and entertainers as well. There was no room for rebellious, feminist women; domestic femininity was used to repurpose and commodify the subversive messages of alternative culture and turn them into something more profitable like the Spice Girls (Girl Power!) and Avril Lavigne’s skater boi corporate pop punk schtick. The 2000s marked the rise of hypersexualized yet arguably autonomous female pop stars like Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera, nondescript boy bands like NSYNC and the Backstreet Boys, and a wave of predominantly male indie rock. By 2002, bands like Hole and Garbage were no more.


What happened was a rolling back of the proverbial red carpet that had been laid out for this new era of alt-rock women. The death of Kurt Cobain marked an end of mainstream feminist men. By 1997, frat-boy nu metal rose to prominence on rock radio and MTV, and Woodstock ’99 marked the end of a generation. The Telecommunications Act of 1996 allowed corporations to buy up as many radio stations as they wanted in a single market. College radio stations, women-centered stations, and Black radio stations were the primary victims of this piece of legislation. The creation of corporate media behemoths like Clear Channel coincided with the rise of nu metal, and women who had been chart-topping successes could no longer get airplay. Record labels also experienced massive consolidation during this time. Representatives were fired; bands were moved from one label to another without their consent and found that they weren’t being supported and their records were being shelved. Finally, there was vocal backlash against third-wave feminism in the press; the most poignant example is Time magazine’s 1998 cover story “Is Feminism Dead?” This cultural anti-feminism precipitated an anti-feminist agenda that emerged in mainstream media after 9/11.


Pretend We’re Dead will examine the emergence and disappearance of women in rock in the 1990s and the ideological, attitudinal, and technological forces that allowed them to break into the mainstream but also bolstered their abrupt removal. This book will be a radical-feminist approach to understanding a historical moment, rooted in the past, that can help us better understand the mechanisms of control—ideological, psychic, and systemic—that continue to subjugate women in rock. I’m relying heavily on Susan Faludi’s Backlash and The Terror Dream, and Silvia Federici’s Caliban and the Witch, and this book will be deeply anchored in the lived experiences of women in rock, told in their voices, and supported by my work as a former drug-addict-turned-scholar and avid fan writing for a trade audience. I’m not interested in the sex, drugs, rock and roll narratives, and I’m not interested in accepting women as an inherently marginalized group of creators working in a male-dominated industry. Instead, I hope to present a new understanding of the alt-rock phenomenon in the 1990s, as well as the cultural climate from which it emerged.
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THE INDUSTRY LANDSCAPE HAD BEEN LARGELY CONSERVATIVE IN the 1980s—conservative in the sense that women were relegated to pop categories and primarily visible as video vixens and sexual objects. The corporate music industry had extended into television (MTV), film, and mainstream print magazines. Grunge music was a reaction to this, the pretense and showmanship of pop and hair metal, the failure of Reagan-era “trickle down” economics, and the dismantling of the welfare state that left a new generation of youth disenfranchised, unemployed, and frustrated. The feminist ethos of ’70s punk and its egalitarian, participatory nature reemerged at the end of the ’80s and early ’90s, when the subcultural grunge movement became a mainstream, global phenomenon with the release of Nirvana’s Nevermind. College radio and independent record labels provided new avenues for underground artists to reach wider audiences and acted as a bridge between subculture and the mainstream. Women benefited from these new platforms and the inclusivity of grunge. Major-label representatives also benefited from these platforms and capitalized on the opportunity to discover the next Nirvana. They descended on indie scenes like sharks with a scent for blood and a briefcase full of money, signing any band with potential, leading to a mass exodus of bands from independent labels to the majors.


While mainstream media has a history of appropriating subcultural trends, what was most unusual about the 1990s was how diverse rock music—and popular music in general—was. Despite attempts to retrospectively categorize the phenomenon as “grunge” and male dominated, women were active participants, and their catalogs ran the gamut. It remains a golden age in music, and an era of artistic, creative control before the massive consolidation of media, production, and record labels. The ’90s saw an explosion of forms of femininity, a mash-up of genres, and cross-pollination of sounds and influences. The power of college radio and MTV cannot be overstated: they elevated nonconformist women to mainstream rock stardom in a way we had never witnessed in this country and have not seen again. And they did so in many guises, which itself is one of the most remarkable qualities of this unprecedented, understudied, and revolutionary time. The media had a difficult time corralling and categorizing the feminisms of ’90s rock women, and history has had a similar problem.


I blame my aversion to performative justice on having come of age during a time when alt-rock women were inherently political and inherently feminist without branding themselves. Female-fronted bands in the 1990s were opinionated, vitriolic, and actively engaged in various political campaigns and social justice initiatives. Rock for Choice was a series of benefit concerts founded by L7 and the Feminist Majority Foundation, lasting from 1991 to 2001. The band performed at the Los Angeles Gulf War protest rally in 1991. In 1992, Bikini Kill performed outside the Capitol Building at an event protesting the Supreme Court’s antiabortion stance.


Women in rock in the 1990s were socially conscious, storytellers, aware of gendered embodiment. Because they emerged from such diverse backgrounds geographically and socioeconomically, and because their influences were so broad, the music and lyrical stylings were multitudinous. Indie and alternative rock today is constrained by corporate overlords, social media culture, and an infatuation with the self and personal identity. Consequently, lyrical navel-gazing is the norm, and everyone kind of looks and sounds alike. Part of what made the ’90s so unique is the breadth and diversity of the artists within the genre, but also the breadth, diversity, and nuance of its feminism as it emerged in the music and in performance.


Pretend We’re Dead is a history book, but it is also inspirational and relevant to our present in a number of ways (previous examples included). After fifty years, a largely conservative Supreme Court overturned Roe v. Wade. We’re in the wake of a global pandemic and political division and are inundated with images of disenfranchised Americans retaliating against racism, corporate overlords, sexism, homophobia, transphobia, and police brutality, via a consolidated and partisan news media. The #MeToo movement held Hollywood and political bigwigs like Harvey Weinstein and Jeffrey Epstein accountable for sexual assault and trafficking before moving into the music industry and local music communities. Subsequently, “cancel culture” is rampant, for better or worse—but that’s another book. Presently, mainstream music is a homogenized product, a direct result of media and record-label consolidation that began in the mid-1990s. Pop music presently follows a distinct pattern, is produced by a handful of people, and generally sounds the same. A lot of ’90s rock women continued to make music, tour, and create, but mainstream media is ageist, youth-obsessed, and sex-obsessed, so they weren’t granted access to audiences after their bloom of youth faded.


What’s left of the music industry has found new ways to exploit musicians’ labor. In 2022, many artists called for a boycott of the music streaming app Spotify. Oddly enough, the protest was heralded by older generations—from Neil Young, Joni Mitchell, and David Crosby to India Arie and members of Belly (the band’s profile banner read, “Delete Spotify”). The real chart-toppers who could truly make a difference—the Taylor Swifts, the Miley Cyruses, the Dua Lipas—haven’t gone anywhere. Not that there is anywhere to go, at this point. And even when artists want to leave Spotify, the musicians themselves have little say and rarely own their catalogs or publishing rights. The decision is left with the Big Three—Universal Music, Sony Music, and Warner Music—who have licensing deals with Spotify (so do the few remaining indies through music-rights agencies). Belly can protest, but they must go through their labels to get their songs off the platform. In the late 1990s, streaming emerged as an alternative to major-label exploitation and indentured servitude. Major labels have figured out how to get their grubby paws in the digital realm and make shitloads of money while continuing to exploit artists.


Women of Rock Oral History Project narrators describe the downfall of their careers as a backlash and the result of various factors. Feminist backlash itself has been well documented by historians and journalists like Susan Faludi, Jennifer Baumgardner, Amy Richards, and Ruth Rosen—Rosen’s book The World Split Open includes a time line of the modern women’s movement with signs of backlash in heavier type—but women rock musicians have yet to be considered (1) feminist, political actors and (2) casualties of backlash. This book will present backlash as part of a historically rooted continuum, and it will break down the mechanisms that disappeared women from the mainstream, taking seriously the claims and experiences of women who lived through it. While artists like Shirley Manson blame conservative post-9/11 culture, Kate Schellenbach, Liz Phair, and Tracy Bonham note the effects of nu metal misogyny and record-label consolidation as the culprit. Tanya Donelly recalls a meeting with her label (Sire Records), who informed her that there were just too many women on the radio at the time, in 1995. And Nina Gordon and Louise Post, co–front women of Veruca Salt, describe four years of sexualization in the media, belittlement by male musicians, and parasitic management that pitted them against each other, insisting there could be only one lead singer.


Chapters 1–3 will explore the rise of women in rock. These chapters utilize the oral testimony of Women of Rock Oral History Project narrators describing who they were, where they came from, their experiences as working musicians in underground music scenes; how college radio and independent record labels acted as publicity machines before widespread use of the internet and social media; and how the advent of the egalitarian and feminist grunge phenomenon changed the musical landscape, igniting a major-label feeding frenzy, allowing women in rock to emerge in the mainstream as a powerful, highly visible, cultural force. Chapter 4 examines what happened at the apex, including major-label record deals, music festivals, touring schedules, the recording process, and music video production. Chapter 5 illustrates the overt and assorted feminisms and political activism inherent in music and performance during this decade.


Chapters 6–9 break down the multiple components that composed the backlash, explaining the phenomenological, political, and systemic causes of women’s disappearance from mainstream media: from the public reaction to the death of Kurt Cobain and thirty-year vilification of his wife, Courtney Love, to the rise of nu metal and the symbolism of Woodstock ’99, to the corporatization of the music industry, the rise of Clear Channel, its ties to the Bush administration, and finally the anti-feminist, nationalist sentiment after 9/11. Chapter 10 considers the sea change that emerged in mainstream rock radio in the early aughts. Some women maintained their careers by shifting to pop or adult contemporary while others went on indefinite hiatus. The Epilogue explores the 1990s resurgence as it has emerged in anniversary tours, reunions, new albums, and documentary films.


This book will avoid the tendency to synopsize women in rock and will go beyond surveying their roles as artists and creators. It will present a new understanding of the rock phenomenon in the 1990s, as well as the cultural climate from which it emerged. My goal is to think about women in rock outside (but not apart from) the confines of rock history and to place them in the broader context of feminist, political, and social history. Rock music is an important historical category; it reflects the politics and culture in which it is produced and, as I hope to illustrate here, influences politics and culture.


My main intention is to take women’s claims seriously—to investigate the rock phenomenon in the 1990s and to explain what might have contributed to their complete disappearance from the mainstream by the early aughts. Other writers, journalists, and scholars have written about gender, the media, and September 11, the history of feminism and subsequent backlashes (Susan Faludi, Noam Chomsky, Silvia Federici); they have published oral histories of subcultural, antiestablishment scenes (Legs McNeil and Gillian McCain), rock encyclopedias (Lillian Roxon), and oral histories of women in rock (Maria Raha, Lucy O’Brien, and Helen Reddington, among others). In 2019, Jessica Hopper, Sasha Geffen, and Jenn Pelly published “Building a Mystery: An Oral History of Lilith Fair” in Vanity Fair magazine. At the end of the piece, artists refer to a Lilith Fair backlash and cite the rise of boy bands and female pop stars as the culprit. While pop certainly usurped rock in the early 2000s, it was more a consequence of broader anti-women, anti-feminist sentiment rather than the singular causal factor. But this article is perhaps more closely related to my topic than any book.


No one has seriously looked at women in rock in the 1990s as agents of political change—specifically, nonconformist women as instigating the return of normative gender roles after 9/11, in a new national-security state. We certainly weren’t going to see Courtney Love on the cover of Rolling Stone after a terrorist attack on US soil. As a matter of fact, Love may have launched the “crisis in masculinity,” which left the country vulnerable to such an attack. Maybe this sounds conspiratorial, but editorialists and political pundits perpetuate this idea, especially during times of war or national crisis. Love was a loud, outspoken feminist and drug-taking rock star. An unfit mother (as she was described in the press) and a widow accused of killing her husband, who just so happened to be the voice of a generation. Love, in a tattered dress, lipstick smeared, wielding a signature Fender guitar (my sister owned one; I had the Kurt Cobain signature Mustang), screaming into a microphone with one leg resting on a monitor so you could almost see her vagina—she was the kind of feminist woman who wouldn’t wear underwear. This rock and roll archetype had no place in mainstream media after 9/11, as it was the antithesis of the Cold War femininity promoted in male-dominated—and freshly concentrated—media.


September 11 revealed an ambiguous, undiagnosed facet running deep in the American psyche resulting in the denigration of women and magnification of “manly” men.3 Women in media disappeared within days of the attack. Male political pundits, editorialists, and journalists blamed feminism for “soft” men and believed that the new climate of danger would quell the “anti-male agitation we’ve endured for so long.” The post-9/11 press disenfranchised and disappeared feminist writers, but it was barely noticed while it was happening. And this is perhaps the most important aspect of anti-feminist backlash as it has occurred throughout history, and in this case, as it has affected women in rock. Just because it isn’t glaringly obvious doesn’t mean it’s not happening.


Pretend We’re Dead argues for the radical potential of rock-music history that is focused on feminist issues. By presenting a historical narrative that is aware of the distant past, attentive to continuities over time, and alert to the workings of patriarchal power, it invites readers to reconsider the struggles of the twenty-first century.













PART ONE
















Chapter 1



FAST AND FRIGHTENING




Some people may say, “Oh my God, you’re so arrogant for even saying that,” but we were hot shit in the underground.


—Donita Sparks, L7




IN 1991, I WAS CROWNED MISS PRETEEN BOSTON. I WAS NEW TO the pageant circuit (sadly, it was my first and last pageant), and I’m pretty sure I beat the more seasoned contestants because I could answer the emcee’s questions, like “If you could be anyone other than yourself, who would you be, and why?” articulately, without crying. I was not a particularly attractive child. I was ten years old, and my favorite artists were Debbie Gibson and Madonna. For the evening-wear portion of the event, I wore a knee-length, gold party dress and white, fingerless lace gloves, à la Madonna Louise Ciccone circa 1985.1 Unbeknownst to me, Sonic Youth released a documentary that year, crowning 1991 “the Year Punk Broke.” The film follows the band on a tour of European festivals with supporting acts Dinosaur Jr., Gumball, Babes in Toyland, Mudhoney, and a then unknown Nirvana, capturing a special subcultural moment before the impending cultural (grunge) revolution. I bought the movie on VHS in 1997 and immediately regretted being born in 1981. In hindsight, I think I came of age at the perfect time. Too many rock historians and journalists demand that you “had to be there” in order to comment on long-gone rock scenes. But I was tragically uncool, a very late bloomer, the oldest child with no hip older siblings to steal records from. As a matter of fact, I didn’t know what the fuck vinyl was until my late teens, and I didn’t start purchasing records until my early twenties. Now I’m the irritating aunt who makes my niece and nephew wait while I sift through bargain bins at flea markets.


Because I was too young to go to concerts until the mid-1990s, I depended on the mainstream media that, by the early ’90s, created space and visibility for alt-rock, nonconformist women in magazines, on television, and on the radio. I could watch Sonic Youth perform on Late Night with David Letterman, hear Hole and L7 on my local radio station, and spend money on mainstream magazines with the purpose of butchering them and covering my bedroom with glossy photos of Juliana Hatfield, Kim Deal, Nina Gordon and Louise Post, Courtney Love, Melissa Auf der Maur, and Patty Schemel. The only man in my bedroom was Kurt Cobain. So yeah, I wasn’t there, at the basement shows or at some small club in the middle of nowhere watching L7 before they made it big. But I was a part of the counter-cultural, global phenomenon that reached its peak in the mid-’90s, as a young fan, and therefore, a living, breathing testament to the importance of mainstream visibility. Had these women not been embraced by rock radio and MTV, I might have missed it entirely.


In 1994, I asked my mom to buy me an electric guitar and began stealing cigarettes out of the vending machine at Bickford’s Family Restaurant. Bickford’s was directly across the street (a busy highway) from the Hanover Mall, where I spent most of my free time and allowance money on CDs. This was the year I discovered rock music—not just rock music, but female-fronted rock music. I have a visceral memory of unwrapping Hole’s Live Through This CD, obsessing over the artwork and liner notes, and hearing the first song, “Violet,” pumping through the speakers of my boom box. I can’t say that I liked it, but it obviously influenced my impressionable, virginal mind. Almost overnight, I hid my Madonna tapes and embraced a new generation of feminist women. I had no idea where they came from, what this new genre was or how it evolved, and I didn’t have much interest in its point of origin. What I had was an insatiable appetite for the music and any information about the women who made it. This was pre–household internet. No Google, no iPhones, no computers. I did analog detective work in real time, harassing sullen, dowdy bookstore employees with questions they were not equipped to answer; they looked sad when I ordered Poppy Z. Brite’s Courtney Love biography, and a confusingly pornographic novel called Sexing the Cherry (because Louise Post recommended it in a SPIN magazine interview) in which penises were referred to as “members.” There were a lot of swollen members in that book.


Eventually, I bought a little TV/VCR combo and stayed up way too late recording music videos. MTV actually played music back then, and 120 Minutes was like the cable TV version of college radio, featuring underground, emerging artists. College radio was also a thing—a big thing. There were alternative rock stations, too, but college radio played up-and-coming artists who would (inevitably) get signed. When I was nineteen, closeted, fully imbibed with alcohol, and in love with my best friend (it’s unfortunate, but it happens), I had a threesome with her and some allegedly cool guy who had a radio show at Brown University. We met at the station and played some songs, he told me I had a voice for radio, and apparently, that was grounds for my first real sexual encounter. That’s how cool college radio was.


At sixteen, I started my first band, Thriftshop Apocalypse. I wanted an all-girl band but couldn’t find a drummer in my art class, and so my friend Chris was recruited. I figured it was fine because Hole had Eric Erlandson. I’m sure everyone’s first band isn’t that great—we were terrible—but enough time has passed that I find it endearing, not embarrassing. We played one show under a gazebo in a park with two all-male bands; one was ska, the other metal. I loved Hole, L7, and Liz Phair, but I wanted to infuse harmony and the pop sensibility of Veruca Salt, who were my absolute idols. I even wrote a song called “Veruca Salt” about meeting them after their concert in Providence, Rhode Island, in 1997. Louise still has our demo tape, which I meticulously decorated with black roses and thorns—I’m sure I had a lot going on, emotionally, at sixteen. When my family bought a computer, I found girls from around the country in chat rooms who liked the same music and played in bands. We sent one another mixtapes, fanzine clippings, and magazine articles in the mail and forged pen pal relationships that probably would not have happened were it not for this unprecedented moment in the history of rock music. I had always loved music. I had always had a soundtrack, but I had never seen myself represented—and on such a grand scale—in mainstream music before the grunge revolution.


The categories of rock and alternative music were redefined in the 1990s by the advent of grunge, a genre of rock music that emerged out of Seattle in the mid-’80s. There is some dispute over who originally coined the term: it’s been attributed to Mark Arm of the band Mudhoney, Bruce Pavitt of Sub Pop has taken credit, and finally, Everett True, a UK journalist visiting Seattle to document Sub Pop bands subsequently popularized the term. More important than who said it first is the sound, as it emerged in the late ’80s, characterized by heavy, distorted guitar, and elements of both punk (Flipper, the Germs, X), classic rock (Led Zeppelin, the Beatles, and Heart), and metal (Black Sabbath, Judas Priest). Bands like Green River, The Melvins, and Mudhoney were progenitors of grunge, while Nirvana, Pearl Jam, and Alice in Chains were some of the most commercially successful (and widely remembered) of the grunge movement—interestingly, these bands sound nothing alike. But in the late ’80s, “grunge” did define a specific sound that had a lot to do with location, production, and promotion. Sub Pop had become the label, and famed engineer Jack Endino recorded Soundgarden, Mudhoney, Green River, Nirvana, Blood Circus, Hole, L7, the Gits, and 7 Year Bitch, among others. In 1991, Nirvana’s Nevermind, Pearl Jam’s Ten, and Soundgarden’s Badmotorfinger were all released. With three alternative stars hailing from the same region, mainstream music media adopted the grunge label to describe this new Seattle sound. Despite the sonic diversity, any band from Seattle was lumped under the moniker, and by the mid-’90s, any rock bands playing electric guitars and wearing flannel shirts or ripped jeans were categorized as grunge as well.


The historical memory of grunge has reinscribed what was an explicitly anti-sexist, gender-neutral movement as inherently masculine and male dominated. This revisionist history elevates men, singles out spokespeople (Kathleen Hanna, Kim Gordon, Courtney Love), and forgets everyone else or has retrospectively relabeled them riot grrrls. Compartmentalization has been a useful tool in defusing threats to patriarchal systems, and the rock industry is a patriarchal system that reflects broader patriarchal culture. Women in rock in the 1990s were central creators in dozens of regional scenes across the country and to the global phenomenon that usurped pop and even knocked Michael Jackson out of his #1 slot on the Billboard Hot 100 chart. They emerged as equal players and became an influential force in the mainstream in the early to mid-’90s by way of democratic, egalitarian scenes that were heavily influenced by the inclusivity of punk. Women actively engaged as performers and surfaced as members of and contributors to their respective scenes across the country.


While grunge blossomed in Seattle, the riot grrrl movement began in the early 1990s, when a group of women at Evergreen State College in Olympia, Washington, held a meeting to discuss how to address sexism in the punk scene. Riot grrrl encouraged active engagement in cultural production, and girls started bands and created their own music and fanzines. The bands associated with riot grrrl—Bikini Kill, Bratmobile, and Heavens to Betsy—used their music to express feminist viewpoints and wrote deeply personal songs that dealt with topics such as rape, incest, eating disorders, and misogyny. The grunge phenomenon revitalized rock and alternative categories, and after the release of Nevermind in 1991, industry representatives descended on Seattle, Boston, Los Angeles, and other major cities in search of the next Nirvana. Before the term alternative rock became common usage around 1990, the music to which it refers was known by a variety of terms, such as indie, punk, and shoegaze, and college rock was used in the United States to describe alternative music outside the mainstream that flourished via college radio during the 1980s. To understand how nonconformist, feminist rock women became a mainstream cultural phenomenon, it is important to understand where they came from, socially, culturally, economically, and geographically.
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TANYA DONELLY AND KRISTIN HERSH FORMED THEIR FIRST BAND, Throwing Muses, when they were teenagers, in Newport, Rhode Island. I grew up in Rhode Island, and I can attest to something that Kristin says: there isn’t much to do there except maybe go to the beach or start a band. There was a flourishing hardcore scene on the East Coast and Throwing Muses created a space for themselves in it, playing weird, sometimes disturbing, indie pop that both confused and delighted audiences. They were played heavily on college radio—like the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) and Brown, performed at parties and college campuses, and found companionship and kindred spirits (and eventually 4AD labelmates) in the equally as weird, Boston-based band the Pixies.


Tanya Donelly (Throwing Muses / the Breeders / Belly): Jim, Kristin’s dad, gave me a guitar, and my dad gave her one. I don’t know how it worked out that way, but we ended up with each other’s father’s guitars. They both played. My dad was mainly just singing [Bob] Dylan songs around the house. Her dad wrote his own songs. And that was sort of our songwriting camp, going to his house and playing his songs with him and then learning Beatles songs and Dylan songs, and then writing our own stuff almost immediately on the back of that.


My parents were divorced by the time I was seven, which is also when I met Kristin [Hersh]. Newport is very small, and our families became close. And then that sort of segued into a relationship between our parents—my dad married Kristin’s mom. I think the foundation of this sort of survivable chaos sort of gave us both the vulnerability and the strength to be in a band. There was this feeling of anything that we do that’s going to be scary is still going to be okay, and we had each other. People often say, “It’s so brave that at fifteen you started doing what you were doing,” but compared to what we were coming from, it felt extremely measured and extremely safe and well thought out and logical and sensible.


Kristin Hersh (Throwing Muses / 50 Foot Wave): I started the band when I was fourteen, and we just played what anybody else would have played. We wrote songs, but they were not alive, and it was fun, but it was not a passion, because I had sort of lost my passion when I learned the rules. I got hit by a car and started to see songs as colors—what came back to me was very passionate, but it was also very obsessive and terrifying. No one wants to hear music that no one else hears. And it was not continuous. When a song needed to happen, it would grow in volume, and when I learned it, which was just listening, it would fade, and then I wouldn’t be haunted by it anymore. But I had to serve the songs. And I’m not real kooky or groovy. I was a biology major. I wanted everything to make sense, and this didn’t, and so I guess you’d call that a love-hate relationship. Or a love-terror relationship with music, which lasted for many, many years.


We lived on Aquidneck Island in Rhode Island, a place that is very grim and also very beautiful. There’s not a lot to do, so you either surf or play in a band, and none of us could surf, so that’s kind of why we had a band. I taught my sister, Tanya, to play guitar, and our drummer, Dave, had been my best friend since I was eight years old. It was a way to get invited to parties that we wouldn’t have been invited to. But then after my accident, it got kind of nutty, and we were still playing parties. We thought, We’re a band. We should play exciting songs now. We had lots of friend fans, and we made demos and played them in their cars, and it was just sort of a little community. We played on hardcore bills and in clubs. We were still in high school, and we would drive to sound check wherever it was, somewhere in New England or in New York, play whenever they told us to play, even if it’s seven o’clock and nobody’s there, and then load out at three, and you drive home and get up for high school.


JILL EMERY IS A VISUAL ARTIST AND BASS PLAYER FROM SOUTHERN California. She befriended a fellow punk, Rozz Williams of Christian Death, as a young teen and frequented Los Angeles clubs in the late 1970s and early ’80s. Emery was part of the first incarnation of Hole and played bass on their first album, Pretty on the Inside, before joining Mazzy Star in the mid-’90s.


Jill Emery (Super Heroines / Hole / Mazzy Star): I was born in Montebello, California, but grew up in Diamond Bar, California. My parents split up when I was fourteen. I have two brothers, I’m in the middle, so there’s Eric, me, and then Mark. My mother worked for doctors. Back then, I swear I was like, “Mom, this sounds like you guys were the Wild, Wild West.” She was in urgent care, she did a little schooling for this, but she was taking X-rays, giving shots, drawing blood. The doctor’s like, “Hold this while I’m doing surgery.” I just couldn’t believe it. I would say, “How much are you getting paid?” as I got a little older, and I swear it felt like a little above minimum wage. Honestly, she just did whatever she could to keep us afloat, and she was amazing. I don’t know how she did it. I guess she scrimped a lot. We had a nice house in the suburbs, so we were safe in that situation.




OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
GRAND
CENTRAL





OEBPS/images/9780306833397.jpg
TANYA PTAESGIN

PRETEND

The Kisc rall and Resurrection
of Wun en in Rock in the ’90s






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
TANYA PEARSON

PRETEND
WE’RE
DEAD

The Rise, Fall, and Resurrection
of Women in Rock in the ’90s

GGGGG
CCCCCCC

ooooooooooooo





