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so long
(and thanks for all the riffs)

I t’s 1990 and twenty litres of morphine, 
a wardrobe full of flannel shirts and 
an army of skateboarding longhairs 

are poised to revolutionise the music 
industry; grunge, an inevitable post-
metal, predominantly male movement is 
about to land. Naturally, there is a female 
reaction – not so much an anti-movement, 
but at the very least an alternative. With 
prototypes Joan Jett and Sonic Youth’s Kim 
Gordon at the reins, riot grrrl would soon 
rear her head, shaking from her hair the 
traditional punk acts that woke her.

For the next five years, feminist 
musicians such as Kathleen Hanna (Bikini 
Kill), Kat Bjelland (Babes In Toyland) and 
Allison Wolfe (Bratmobile) would whip up 
around them a political force not easily 
ignored and which continues to be hugely 
influential. And though their original 
trailblazing bands would quickly become 
consigned to the history books, many of 
the women at the forefront of riot grrrl 
remain involved in the scene, e.g. Hanna 

in Le Tigre, Bjelland in Katastrophe Wife 
and Wolfe in Partyline.

Blasting through to the turn of the 
millennium, however, and there was 
really only one band who truly endured, 
transcended all the hype and are still 
considered to be a relevant, contemporary 
outfit today. On June 27th, 2006, however, 
that band unexpectedly announced an 
“indefinite hiatus” from the music industry 
following the release of their seventh and 
in many ways greatest album, The Woods. 
Tiffany Daniels reflects on the career of 
Sleater-Kinney and contemplates the sorry 
prospect of life without them.

Hailing from the Pacific Northwest 
was almost a prerequisite for sporting 
the grunge label and it’s surely no 
coincidence that the majority of the early 
riot grrrl bands came from the same 
locale, mostly in and around Seattle and 
Olympia. One of the first-generation 
women was Oregon-born singer/guitarist 

Corin Tucker, who, with her friend Tracy 
Sawyer, formed the duo Heavens To Betsy 
in 1991, just as grunge went into overdrive 
surrounding the release of Nirvana’s 
seminal opus Nevermind. A split 7” vinyl 
with Bratmobile surfaced soon after, 
followed in 1994 by their reasonably 
successful debut full-length Calculated, 
but the partnership was fairly short-lived. 
Meanwhile, in Olympia, out-and-proud 
singer/guitarist Carrie Brownstein was 
enjoying some success as one-third of 
queercore outfit Excuse 17, and the two 
bands often found themselves sharing a 
bill. It wasn’t long before Brownstein and 
Tucker became firm friends and decided 
to start their own ‘side project’. Named 
after a street in the town where their 
early practice sessions were held, Sleater-
Kinney was born and soon became the 
prime concern of both women. Notorious 
for their drummer troubles, the band 
went through a succession of different 
line-ups, with Carrie and Corin the only 
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constant, before finally settling on Janet 
Weiss (then, as now, one-half of Quasi 
with ex-husband Sam Coombes, formerly 
of Elliott Smith’s Heatmiser) in 1996.

The incredible chemistry between 
the three women was always in evidence, 
from the release of 1997’s Dig Me Out, 
a jaw-dropping collection of passionate 
performances and memorable tunes, to 
last year’s awe-inspiring The Woods. 

In addition to these flying musical 
sparks, the trio shared similar ideals 
and political agendas and were 
particularly devoted to independent, 
regional record labels that supported 
their feminist ethos. Both their pre-
Weiss albums – 1995’s Sleater-Kinney 
and 1996’s Call The Doctor – were 
released through Chainsaw Records, an 
Oregon-based indie devoted to queer- 
core. After Janet became a permanent 
fixture, the band signed to the un-
impeachably cool, Olympia-based label 
Kill Rock Stars, home to many a riot grrrl, 
who released their next four albums up 
until 2002’s One Beat.

But when faced with the reality of label 
downsizing, Sleater-Kinney voluntarily 
departed Kill Rock Stars and spent a year 
without a contract before inking a deal 
with Seattle-based label Sub Pop for The 
Woods. In doing so, some argued that the 
band had compromised their otherwise 
staunch dedication to their riot grrrl 
principles, given that 49% of Sub Pop 
is currently owned by multinational 
conglomerate Time Warner, but the 
politics remained.

With every album, Sleater-Kinney 
found room to address many a feminist 
issue. The song A Real Man, for instance, 
declared open warfare against the 
sexual dominance of men, Anonymous 
challenged women to become more 
vocal about the sexism that surrounds 
them, while Ballad Of A Ladyman stressed 
the importance of fighting for female 
independence within the music industry 
in a direct attempt to appeal to a new 
generation of riot grrrl artists.

They didn’t soften with age either; 
if anything, the title track of The Woods 
was more vehement than ever; relating 
back to their earlier song Little Babies, it 
uses a retrospective tone to assert the 
dangers of heterosexual relationships 
and, in particular, how they can lead to 
female confinement.

They had other bugbears too, such 
as the war in Iraq; much of One Beat 
was an effective post-9/11 statement of 
discontent (see Faraway and Combat Rock 
in particular), but even then they couldn’t 
resist a feminist slant on the matter, 

encouraging women to participate in the 
debate just as much as men.

Sloganeering aside, Sleater-Kinney’s 
contribution to the riot grrrl movement 
is clear, though they were not so much 
pioneers as they were keepers of the 
flame. Their influences on other women 
are far-flung and enormous. Bands like 
The Gossip and up-and-comers The 
Noisettes owe much to Corin’s trademark 
bellow, while countless others have been 
inspired by Sleater-Kinney’s capable 
infiltration of the mainstream without 
compromise. That they’ve gone out on a 
high is as impressive as it is frustrating 
– how many bands are able to blow the 
critics away with album number seven, if 
indeed they ever reach such a milestone? 
In March 2006, The Woods walked off with 
the PLUG Independent Music award for 
album of the year and was also nominated 
for the inaugural New Pantheon Music 
Award (the prestigious US equivalent of 
the Nationwide Mercury Music Prize).

Their feverish live act also picked 
up hundreds of plaudits, including rave 
reviews from the NME, who gushed that 
the girls play “brilliantly, passionately”, 
while they picked up yet another PLUG 
award for best live performance.

Not ones to shy away from creative 
relationships with others, Sleater-Kinney 
consistently released split EPs, singles 
and compilation exclusives throughout 
their career. In 1998, they issued a split 
single with Cypher In The Snow as part 
of the Free To Fight campaign promoting 
self-defence for women (www.freetofight.
org), whose original compilation album 
from 1995 featured tracks from both 
Heavens To Betsy and Excuse 17. Whilst 
Janet is off playing with Quasi, Corin 
occasionally does time in Portland-based 
band Cadallaca alongside (usually solo) 
singer-songwriter Sarah Dougher, while 
Carrie teamed up with indie-rock icon 
Mary Timony in 1999 for a single EP 
release as The Spells. A year later, all 
three stood in as the backing band for The 
Go-Betweens on The Friends Of Rachel 
Worth, their first album in a dozen years, 
to huge critical acclaim. Also notable is 
their cover of Hedwig & The Angry Inch’s 
Angry Inch, recorded as a duet with The 
B-52s’ Fred Schneider. In a neat twist, 
Hedwig’s singer/lyricist Stephen Trask 
guested on One Beat’s Prisstina, providing 
the only male vocals ever to appear on a 
Sleater-Kinney album.

Given their undeniable legacy, it’s 
more than a little sad to see them throw 
in the towel – though “indefinite hiatus” 
does leave room for some hope – and 
begs the question ‘why?’. An acrimonious 

split seems unlikely, for although there 
were disagreements and fraying tempers 
at times, mutual respect and a shared 
love of what they were doing allowed 
them to see past the heat of the moment. 
Talking to British music mag Comes With 
A Smile (also now sadly defunct) last year, 
Weiss attributed the line-up’s eight-year 
longevity to the fortuitous triumvirate 
of luck, respect and friendship, saying: 
“It feels like we’re doing something 
important, more important than working 
at Starbucks, y’know? That’s a hard 
thing to throw away just because you’re 
uncomfortable or upset. Those things 
you can work through.”

Perhaps they felt that the new, 
harder direction they’d taken on The 
Woods exhausted their ideas for the 
time being, or maybe the constant grind 
of being on tour has worn them down 
and forced them to make compromises 
in their personal lives. Whatever the 
reason behind it, the fact remains that 
Sleater-Kinney played what may well 
have been their last ever show together 
in front of a rapturous home crowd at 
Portland’s Crystal Ballroom on August 
12th. Fittingly, the last song they played 
was One More Hour (“I know it’s hard for 
you to let it go / I know it’s hard for you 
to say goodbye / I know you need a little 
more time”).

When it came to sticking to their 
principles, developing their sound and 
never looking back, Sleater-Kinney 
have proven themselves to be incredibly 
worthy. Though it’s been roughly a 
decade since riot grrrl appeared to 
reach its peak, Carrie, Corin and Janet 
propelled themselves into an altogether 
different playing field to their peers 
who fell by the wayside. Despite moving 
further away from their definitive punk 
sound and into more angular realms with 
each successive album, their popularity 
continued to grow without costing them 
an ounce of credibility.

Sleater-Kinney’s enviable position 
as one of America’s premier rock acts 
has remained unchallenged for many 
a year, and even if there were another 
dominant rock ‘n’ riot girl band to fill 
their shoes, their unique sound would be 
nigh on impossible to imitate. With them 
hanging up their guitar straps, the music 
industry has lost something priceless, 
and the cause they once represented 
has lost even more. It will take another 
revolution to raise the war cry they 
managed to deliver.

Check out Tiny Suns Infused With Sour 
(toiras.blogspot.com) for exhaustive info.




