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INTRODUCTION


Devout fans of alternative music rebuke the label. They’re against pigeonholing and aghast that music journalists, who should know better, continue to do so. There’s too much variety and too much substance within those musical and lyrical folds. Still, the music had to be called something, and in its infancy, it was an alternative to the mainstream of music that filled the airwaves and the glossy images on the MTV screen. For the growing generation that embraces it, alternative is music that invigorates, cuts close to the bone, stimulates the brain and the body, warms the soul, and touches the heart.

Alternative music is honest, and an honest reaction to the mindless, media-over-message music from such “stars” as Madonna and Bon Jovi. Instead, alternative music addresses the alienation and reflects the concerns, experiences, and fears of a new generation, playing an emotional sound track to their lives. It isn’t, after all, a hap-hap-happy world out there: Alternative music reflects that reality. There are few silly love songs found in alt catalogues; instead, they dive into much deeper emotional waters, expressing powerful feelings of despair, lust, and confusion. In doing so, alternative music provides refuge, solace, and inspiration. It’s music with a message and it’s being heard and made all over the world.

The music that speaks to the vast population of echo-boomers (children of the ’60s baby boomers) has roots that grew from two directions. From the east spawned the dreamy, poetic, insightful R.E.M., led by Michael Stipe; while Seattle spewed forth the punky, angry, angst-ridden Nirvana, whose leader, the late Kurt Cobain, became alternative’s first icon. Both seminal groups had powerful, poetic messages, both began on small, independent homegrown labels at a time when the majors had all but closed their doors—and ears—to anything new and different. The success of both groups kicked open the door for the stampede of new voices that followed.

Who listens to alternative? While fans are everywhere, they do share certain characteristics. More often than not, they’re educated, introspective, sensitive. Alternative is music for today’s thinking teenagers, collegiates, and those who may be older, but can still be touched by the turn of a lyric or moved by the crash of a guitar.

The purveyors of alternative music are becoming what they are: rock heroes and, for the first time in musical history, heroines. For there are just as many women rocking just as hard as the guys—and those who front many of these bands are on the forefront creatively; they’re neither puppets nor window dressing, but the force behind the scenes and out front, too.

Who today’s top alternative bands are, what they’re saying, and how they’re affecting this generation is what’s in the pages of this book. This is the sound of today’s music. A growing legion of talented musicians are making it: These are the bands who make it best.




Belly: THE WELL-CRAFTED—AND CRAFTY VERSE OF ALTERNATIVE
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AWARDS & REWARDS

Grammy nominations: 1993 Best New Artist: 1994 Best Alternative Album

Star sold upwards of 800,000 copies in the U.S., achieving Gold Record status; it reigned as the number one album on the college charts.

“Feed the Tree,” Star’s stellar single, went to number 1.





Belly


ABOUT THEIR NAME

Belly was christened so by its leader, Tanya Donelly, simply because it’s one of her favorite words. And because “it’s pretty and ugly at the same time.” That contradiction has been a metaphor for everything Belly ever since.

PRELUDE

They didn’t set out to, but Boston-based Belly helped drop-kick alternative music squarely into the mainstream. At a time when few outside the college radio scene had heard of Tanya Donelly or Belly, the ‘hooky/haunting “Feed the Tree” fed the airwaves and settled in the musical consciousness of the sing-along world. Didn’t matter that the words weren’t readily transparent—was “Take your hat off, boy, when you’re talkin’ to me” a retro feminist manifesto? Listeners were drawn into the song by the swirling rhythms, delivered in the lead singer’s charged, yet baby-doll, voice, and the insistent beat. They stuck around to hear more.

More arrived in the form of Belly’s no-less-oblique follow-up, “Gepetto”—metaphorically about Pinocchio’s master—which proved that the group was no one-hit wonder. Belly was bulging with promise. Star, the CD that had spawned those singles, soared to the top of the college record charts and stayed for an amazing nine weeks. By the end of 1993, Belly was firmly implanted as “the cool new group of the ’90s.”

Of course, being “cool” had never been a priority of Belly’s. Nor was “new” really part of the equation: The seeds of Belly had been planted long ago.

HERSTORY

Tanya Donelly is the high priestess—and “beast-ess,” if you will—of this Belly. Without negating the crucial contributions of band mates Chris, Tom, and Gail, it is Tanya’s poetically charged lyrics that have shaped the band; and her (yes) pop-friendly music that drives it still. Belly’s story is Tanya’s.

If biology is destiny, Tanya’s might have been predicted by the time, place, and parentage into which she was born. The 1960s were in full kaleidoscopic throttle. It was a time of sharp societal divisions. There were those who fought hard to maintain the status quo, and those who fought just as hard against it. Tanya’s folks were part of the free-flowing, free-loving rebellious scene; hippies who traveled among an irreverent crowd.

Tanya’s earliest memories come from her first four years spent on the road with her parents. Unencumbered by structure or convention, her imagination ran vividly wild. “I remember little snatches of that trip,” she says now. “I remember lilies of the valley in Arizona. I also had a lot of weird thoughts; I imagined I saw animals that couldn’t have been there. At night we’d sleep outside sometimes, and my brother and I would sit there and make things up. ‘There’s a tiger outside the tent! There are gorillas standing on the fire escape! There are giraffes out in the hallway.’”

[image: Image]

When she was four, her parents settled—in a fashion—in the trippy town of Newport, Rhode Island, an artists colony alive with creativity and all manner of music.

As a tiny tyke, Tanya was dressed for the part. “I looked like a little hippie with fringes and moccasins and ponchos and flowers in my hair,” she recalls.

That may have been cool at home, but it was a no-go at school. When she got there, Tanya, who’d spent her life thus far among adults, was suddenly thrust among so many kids. “I was totally stressed out by it. I just wanted to be invisible,” she remembers. It didn’t help that she was immediately ostracized by her kiddie classmates for dressing different; being different. She reacted not by changing her style, but by vomiting. Her teachers reacted by sending Tanya to the back of the room. “It was fine by me,” Tanya shrugs. “I wanted to be back there.”

In spite of her problems at school, Tanya has rich memories of growing up. “I don’t feel wounded by my childhood. I grew up loved and secure. I feel lucky to have been raised in an environment that allowed me the freedom to figure out what I wanted to do. My parents always listened, and left me alone to make my own decisions.”

[image: Image]

Among the defining moments of Tanya’s childhood was meeting kindred spirit Kristin Hersh. The girls immediately entered into the time-honored contract of “best-friendship.” If Kristin was the more outgoing one, the natural leader, she was also the more eccentric. The tinier and more earthbound Tanya hung back a bit. Still, they shared everything, including—a few years later, when Tanya’s dad married Kristin’s mom—parents and a bedroom.

As they got older, the now official stepsisters got more involved in music. They were influenced by some of the hard-edged ’70s groups like the Pretenders and the Velvet Underground. Their common obsession, however, was the Beatles. “They were why I wanted a guitar,” Tanya has said. Indeed, the girls didn’t so much want to meet the band as be the band. So, they formed one. They were only acting naturally. As Tanya puts it, “Where we lived, everybody played an instrument. When I was a kid, you couldn’t swing a dead cat without hitting a band.”

Signing up for music lessons wasn’t on the agenda; girls doing it for themselveswas. With Beatles songbooks on their knees, Tanya and Kristin set out to teach themselves guitar and songwriting. “We started playing together and we did it from a real personal perspective,” Tanya has explained. “We didn’t know how to play, because we didn’t listen to anybody else. So we kind of learned together. We thought the point was to be as interesting as possible and not to follow strict rules.” That, of course, has made all the difference.
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THROWING MUSES

The band they formed in 1981 was Throwing Muses. The girls were fifteen. Whether either Tanya or Kristin had the foresight to know it, Throwing Muses would far outlast their own teen years. Kristin was the undisputed star—the lead singer and most prolific songwriter. That was okay by Tanya, who wasn’t emotionally, physically, or mentally ready to take charge. Being the guitar player was enough to fulfill her.

Armed with some original, edgy—though often imperceptible—songs, Throwing Muses began by touring local clubs around the northeast. True, their earliest gigs were often populated by parents and friends, but slowly their reputation grew and they became regular fixtures on the Boston-and-beyond club scene. Throwing Muses’ success has historically been credited to Kristin: her songs, her haunting tremolo, her spellbinding presence onstage. The other members of the group were rarely, if ever, mentioned.

Although they’d eventually sign with a major U.S. record label (Sire/Reprise) in 1989, their first deal was with an independent in Britain called 4AD. A routine of writing songs, recording, and touring in support of the albums followed. With each successive offering, Throwing Muses got glowing reviews for albums of “delicate, surreal beauty.” Commercial success, however, proved elusive. Tanya’s contributions remained thesame: onstage, she was the guitarist, offstage, the rule seemed to be that she could offer up to two tunes per album. But as the years went by, she was writing a whole lot more than that.

“The reason you start writing songs is because you’re ugly and you’re lonely and sitting in your room,” Tanya has said. Did that signal her unhappiness with herself as part of Throwing Muses? That, Tanya has never said. But with the onset of the 1990s, she had an overload of original material. It was clear that most of it was never going to see the light of day if she stayed with Throwing Muses. So, after five albums and one EP, she didn’t.

Because Tanya has mainly resisted talking about it, many have mused about why she really split—did she jump or was she pushed? Was she simply frustrated playing second-string to Kristin and not being able to record more of her own material? Did Kristin begin to regard Tanya as a threat? Or had Tanya always planned to split for her time in the spotlight? To the last rumination, Tanya has responded, “I wasn’t in a band waiting for a time when I could make a solo record. I always considered myself the guitar player for Throwing Muses, until it got to the point where I had a bunch of songs. I didn’t plan to break away until it became necessary.”
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That necessary departure caused a painful personal rift between the once inseparable stepsisters. For years afterward they barely spoke. What really happened, and why, only the two of them may ever know for sure. One clue may be in the final verse of “Judas My Heart,” a song about betrayal: At the very end, Tanya alludes to the Beatles, her and Kristin’s shared passion. The fab four said, “She loves you, yeah, yeah, yeah.” Tanya’s song ends with, “She loves me, yeah, yeah, yeah.”

BECOMING BELLY

“My hands want to play pop songs and my head is attracted to despair.”

—Tanya Donelly

Before officially quitting Throwing Muses and forming her own band, Tanya took a couple of musical detours. She played briefly with an obscure outfit called This Mortal Coil. Better known is her tenure, from 1990-1992, with Kim Deal, formerly of the Pixies, in the Breeders. They released a relatively successful CD, Pod, as well as the EP Safari, but for Tanya, the Breeders became another breeding ground for what would soon grow into Belly.

In 1991, Tanya was contacted by a pair of hometown buddies, Christopher and Tom Gorman, most recently of local Providence band Verbal Assault. The brothers knew Tanya was flying solo and suggested teaming up to form a new group. Tanya “took it as a sign” and took not only the plunge, but full command. Now, she was ready. Dubbing her band Belly, she recruited former Muses bassist Fred Abong and hit the studio running. “We didn’t really know what we were doing,” Tanya admitted later on. That didn’t affect the finished product—or its shining success.

A few months later, Star was released. Nourished by its first single, “Feed the Tree,” it exploded on alternative radio stations. More significantly, it answered the (pre-Green Day) question: Can authentic alternative have a strong pop sensibility without losing its edge? Can creative be commercial?

Tanya stood firm in her belief that she could make that seeming contradiction work, while acknowledging, “There is a certain strange shame that comes with being accepted and being palatable. But I never set out to be pop. It’s just the music that comes out of me, the music I love.” In the eyes of the “alt-police,” being pop is equated with being disposable. And, of course, pop is the one form of music that alternative has always been an alternative to.
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Belly became an anomaly on the alternative scene. Star soared to the top of several charts, including Muses territory (and far surpassing anything Kristin’s band ever did): the college/alternative charts. Indeed, Belly blew open the door for more pop-oriented alternative bands who followed, such as Green Day and the cranberries.

Fans weren’t the only ones who noticed. Reviewers jumped on the Belly bandwagon, proclaiming Star, “A bristling, beautiful record that mixes inviting hooks, melodies and choruses of probing lyrics.” Pundits pounced, too, on Tanya’s effervescent talent. “With her clear and hesitant voice, she scatters surrealistic snapshots over jangly and jagged guitars,” noted Spin magazine.

If Star twinkled brightly with pop songs and sparkling promise, Belly’s sophomore effort, King, released in 1995, was nothing less than regal. More of a collaborative effort than Star, King featured the co-songwriting talents of Chris, Tom, and the band’s newest recruit, bassist Gail Greenwood, a refugee from a hard-edged Newport, RhodeIsland, band called the Dames.

More dominant musically and lyrically and even more pop-accessible, King, without the benefit of a penetrating standout single, got universally glowing reviews. “King is suffused with effortlessly catchy songs and endlessly quirky twists,” they raved. “Tanya’s lyrics are startlingly intimate and head-scratchingly oblique.”

And Now, a Word (or Several) about Those Lyrics

It has become a game—an obsession, really-among Belly-heads to try to figure out what-all Tanya is writing about. (Not all fans of alternative music particularly care what songs are about. It seems most Belly fans—who Tanya herself has affectionately dubbed “wounded nerds everywhere”—do, however.) Are the songs absolutely autobiographical? She says emphatically no. Tanya bristles: “I don’t want my songs to become like barf bags for my psyche (are you listening, Eddie Vedder?); I’m not really interested in that kind of public display. There are things that come out, but they are not special to me. I try to keep it in that context.”

So did she just make everything up? Are her lyrics just so much poetic free association? Try again. Belly songs are not written to confuse. Each is carefully crafted and well thought out about the effect it may have on listeners. “If you’re gonna write something that sticks in somebody’s head, you always have to be real careful about what that’s gonna mean. If it’s gonna be something that runs through someone’s head, it had better be worth it,” says the songwriter sagely.

What that something is, however, she’s not saying. In other words, there is no definitive answer. At least not one Tanya’s ready to cop to. Even her bandmates are left twisting in the wind, as Gail attests: “Sometimes I’ll ask her, point-blank, ‘Is this about so-and-so?’ And sometimes, she’ll say, ‘It could be,’ and other times, she’ll say, ‘I’m not telling.’”

What can be said about Belly music is this: Some songs are bizarrely enigmatic while snatches, at least, of others seem painfully clear. Some songs probably are autobiographical, while others are pulled from some distant imaginative galaxy.

More often than not, Belly songs contain the contradiction that defines the band. Beautiful images, lilting melodies, juxtaposed with disturbing, scary lyrics. The same word used as a verb and then again as a noun, with opposing meanings. On purpose. Explains Tanya, “I’m always interested in dichotomy and paradox, the kind of things … that trick you. Really morbid pop has always attracted me. Something that seems sweet, but ends up burning you.” Just when you think the song is about one thing, it takes a sharp turn and turns out to be about something else entirely.

It’s like how Tanya described her attraction to the word belly in the first place: “pretty and ugly at the same time.”

That said, it’s fascinating to see the spin some have put on specific songs compared to what Tanya herself has said about them (whether she’s being truthful or not is also open to interpretation) and with what is known about her.

“FEED THE TREE”

Powered by a driving lead guitar, “Feed the Tree” is an accessible toe-tapper with rhythms that seem to swirl and spin round and round. Delivered in Tanya’s breathy, sometimes hesitant, then more assured voice, it evokes images perhaps of a young girl in a flowing dress spinning circles around a tree. But the words contradict any carefree, childlike image.

At first listen to the insistent hook—“Take your hat off, boy, when you’re talkin’ to me”—it might seem to be some sort of retro feminist manifesto. But (to paraphrase the song itself) we know all this and more: “Feed the tree” is an old New England expression referring to a tradition about death. It is said that when a person dies and is buried in the ground, a tree should be planted directly above so the roots grow into the body, allowing the corpse to feed the tree and give it life. We also know, because she’s admitted it, that Tanya suffered a near-death experience in a car accident and used to be obsessed with the hereafter. “I got superstitious. … I saw signs that meant imminent death in everything.”

Several listens later, themes of respect for the wisdom of elders, life cycles, death, burial, and the sanctity of the grave seem to emerge. Maybe. Or maybe Tanya’s just taking on the persona of a wise old man (“this old man I’ve talked about/used to be”) passing down his wisdom to a reckless, feckless (and now toothless, as an old man might be) child.

“KING”

The title track from Belly’s second album contains powerful, starkly unsettling images. The most common interpretation has the song clearly about child abuse and incest, about a father-as-predator preying on a trusting child who sees him as an all-powerful faith healer, but also as a faithless companion. Indeed, a read of the lyrics seems to make this one of Belly’s most transparent and jarring songs. Seems to. Perhaps the most jarring thing about “King,” then, is reading Tanya’s take on it. She told a British fanzine that “King” was dedicated to a friend’s lighting technician brother, who was hired by a prince to brighten up his birthday party with lights-so he lit up the ocean bed. Tanya equated the image of a dark and dangerous ocean being changed into something bright and beautiful with a kind of love. “As soon as you’re in love, you’re in incredible danger,” she is quoted. “You’re floating on top of this ocean with things underneath that can kill you; how wonderful and terrifying that is! In the middle of this fear, you have these lights, and this wonderful naked person you can go home to.” And “King,” she explained, is just another way of saying “Roi,” the person’s name (Roy)—and also the name of a Breeders’ tune.

Belly songs may all be fair game for interpretation, but that doesn’t mean Tanya is playing games—with her songs, or her fans’ heads. Call it what you will, it’s all right with Tanya. In fact, it’s the way she wants it: “All the songs are about something, but they’re not literal. I want people to put themselves into the song. That’s what I do when I listen to R.E.M. I don’t really care what Michael’s [Stipe] story is, I just appropriate it for my own.” Take what you will from Belly: It’s what it’s there for.
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