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Introduction

What the hell is shoegaze? To be honest, I had no idea when I began this book. Is it a genre? A scene? A movement? A sound? By various definitions it’s any combination of those things. Back in the ’90s, many would have said it was entirely fabricated—the term “shoegaze” a bullshit, offensive label given by the notoriously catty and scene-obsessed British music press that was plainly rejected by the absurdly small collection of bands to which it supposedly applied.

Today shoegaze is undeniable. As a descriptor and as a source of influence, it is used in more ways and by more bands than anyone could have imagined thirty years ago. Its very vagueness gives off an aura of cool. Between those periods of invention and ubiquity, the term—along with the bands it first described—all but disappeared off the face of the earth, or at least the radars of British and American music critics.

Let me be the first to tell you: I did not embark on this investigation as the world’s most obvious expert on shoegaze. As an American who was literally an infant when the term was coined, I wasn’t there on the ground when the original phenomenon occurred, and after discovering it in my teens, I was by no means a shoegaze fanatic. Like any indie kid who read Pitchfork in the late Aughts (the Noughties for British readers), I was aware enough of classic albums like Ride’s Nowhere, Slowdive’s Souvlaki, and of course My Bloody Valentine’s Loveless to have a fuzzy sense of what constituted this so-called genre in terms of sound and feeling, but I honestly had no clue of what lay beneath the tip of the shoegaze iceberg. I suspect this is most people’s position.

This begs the question: Who am I to write the book on shoegaze? Well, for one thing, I appear to be the only one curious enough to do so in the more than three decades since it appeared. And to compensate for my lack of firsthand knowledge, I chose to position this book as an oral history that collects the memories and perspectives of thirty musicians, label heads, producers, and journalists who were there when shoegaze was born, crucified, and resurrected. Plus, as I learned, this short-lived, distinctly British and Gen X phenomenon is really only being talked about today because of American millennials like me who picked it out of the dustbin and ran with it.

Because shoegaze has never been properly defined, there are a number of ways I could have approached it. If you were hoping for a comprehensive guide to the countless releases that have been described as shoegaze, shoegaze-inspired, or worst of all, nu-gaze over the years, you will be disappointed, though if you’re interested in that, Pitchfork’s list of “The 50 Best Shoegaze Albums of All Time” is a good place to start. Similarly, for the sake of inclusivity, I could have taken a wide-definition that encompasses the huge number of bands that at some point broached a shoegazey sound, as Cherry Red Records summed up wonderfully with their rich 5CD box set, Still in a Dream: A Story of Shoegaze 1988–1995.

Instead, this particular book takes an exceedingly narrow approach, focusing on the first wave of shoegaze: the core bands, their sounds, their influence, and their journeys in and out of obscurity. En route, we’ll explore how the terms “shoegaze,” “shoegazing,” and “The Scene That Celebrates Itself” may or may not have been appropriate descriptions at the time, and how shoegaze evolved into something much larger than it began as. In this way, the book also functions as a case study of genre itself and its various qualities and shortcomings.

While I was as skeptical as anyone going into it, I became fascinated by shoegaze and the unlikely odyssey of this esoteric, experimental music form, which nearly became a mainstream entity (at least in the UK), only to be viciously killed off, forgotten, and rediscovered by a new generation that regards it as one of the most influential alternative music events since the Velvet Underground.




1 What Is Shoegaze?

Throughout this book, shoegaze will be imprecisely referred to—by me and the many people I interviewed—as a genre, a scene, a sound, even a philosophy. At the same time, I will put forth this working definition of shoegaze for the sake of scope and argument:


Shoegaze (noun, shoe·gaze, “ˈshü-ˌgāz”), also referred to as shoegazing, is a style of music that first emerged in Southern England in the late ’80s. Typically identified by its noisy, effects-laden guitar, obfuscated vocals, and atmospheric production, it was principally inspired by bands like Cocteau Twins, the Jesus and Mary Chain, Sonic Youth, Dinosaur Jr, and, above all, My Bloody Valentine. After peaking in the early ’90s, the original shoegaze scene—which included core acts Ride, Slowdive, Lush, Chapterhouse, Swervedriver, and Moose—quickly lost popularity and faded into history, only to be rediscovered and gain an outsized influence in the new millennium where it continues to inspire new generations of musicians and fans.



So then, according to the people who make it, what does shoegaze sound like?

Steve Queralt (Ride): If you’re in a band of four people—two guitarists, a bass, and a drummer—it’s quite an easy sound to make.

Nick Chaplin (Slowdive): It’s primarily loud guitar music with vocals sunk in the mix.

Andy Bell (Ride): The most conspicuous effects are reverb, an ethereal vocal style, and an atmospheric sound. It has a kind of drugginess or narcotic feeling. There’s definitely an otherworldliness to this misty, foggy sound.

Nathaniel Cramp (Sonic Cathedral): It’s slightly out-of-focus and blurry, due to the distortion, delay, and reverb. It’s got a weird melancholic euphoria that’s both happy and sad. It’s almost a feeling more than a sound.

Andy Sherriff (Chapterhouse): It’s romantic and generally quite intelligent, but there’s also moments of exhilaration, where you have sweeping pure pop energy hidden in this beautiful textured noise.

Rachel Goswell (Slowdive): For me, shoegaze is about the washes of sounds and the emotions that it evokes in you, which can be quite fierce.

Simon Scott (Slowdive): There are some really good pop melodies, and there’s some really filthy, nasty noise. Nothing’s quite definitive, and as a listener, you can get inside the song and almost reflect it back on something that’s happening in your life, so there’s a real emotional resonance. It kind of opens a window into your daydreams.

Jane Savidge (PR): The sound is so all-encompassing and wonderfully warming. It makes you fly off into space mentally in a way that very few sounds can do. In a lot of ways, it’s got more in common with techno than rock music because it really flips your mind.

Despite their common ground, one of the first things most original shoegazers will tell you is that the bands don’t actually sound that much alike.

Emma Anderson (Lush): We started getting lumped in with bands like Ride, Slowdive, Moose, and Chapterhouse, even though I’m not even sure the music is that similar. A lot of it was press-created. They were very into labels and categorizing and putting people in little pigeon holes.

Adam Franklin (Swervedriver): When you go to Spotify, it puts Swervedriver and Lush together under “Similar Artists.” I think Swervedriver sounds more like Dinosaur Jr. than Lush, but that’s a different genre as far as what Wikipedia tells us.

Neil Halstead (Slowdive): The influences were all coming from a similar place, and there was a willingness to explore the sonic palette in a way that wasn’t happening with mainstream music, or even indie music.

Stephen Patman (Chapterhouse): The only thing the bands really shared was coming from a similar period in time and being influenced by similar input, but what each band went and did with that was incredibly diverse.

While there are various definitions and approaches allowed under the shoegaze umbrella, in recent years, one band’s sound has become most synonymous with the shoegaze sound.

Andy Sherriff: I suppose the only pure shoegaze band is Slowdive. Everyone else is either a bit more rocky, or a bit more dancey, or a bit more pop. If you do a shoegaze litmus test, they would be the archetype to base everything on.

Stephen Patman: Slowdive really became the unadulterated essence of shoegaze. I think that’s why they’ve become the poster boys for the whole scene, because it doesn’t deviate in any way from this very specific sound that’s almost a distillation of what shoegaze is.

J Mascis (Dinosaur Jr.): I know Kevin [Shields of My Bloody Valentine] said he thought that Slowdive was the poster child of shoegaze. Like, if you look up “shoegaze” in the dictionary, Slowdive would be the definition.

Now if shoegaze has one basic formula, it is based upon a particular combination of noise and melody that creates a dreamy, psychedelic atmosphere for the listener. While you could lose another common trait—such as soft, buried vocals—and still potentially squeeze it into the shoegaze category, it simply isn’t shoegaze without the sonic aura created by juxtaposing a discernible tune with a certain degree of fuzz, distortion, or reverb.

Loz Colbert (Ride): In the ’60s and ’70s, and even more so in the ’80s, noise was a bad thing—something that people tried to get rid of.

Mark Gardener (Ride): When you’ve got dark and heavy noise against beautiful melodies and harmonies, that contrast just sounds amazing.

When heard in a live setting, this beautiful noise is also played at incredible, ear-bleeding volumes.

J Mascis: At certain volumes you can definitely hear different things. I remember seeing Motörhead when I was a kid and feeling like I could lean back and the sound would hold me up. I’m just chasing that feeling of being enveloped in sound.

Neil Halstead: It needs to surround you. If it’s too quiet, it becomes underwhelming.













































OEBPS/images/sub.jpg
A €65 SERIES





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Half Title



		Series Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Table of Contents



		Shoegaze Voices



		Introduction



		1 What Is Shoegaze?



		2 Shoegaze Ancestors



		3 Shoegaze Origins



		4 Shoegaze for Sale



		5 The Almighty Music Press



		6 Shoegaze Rising



		7 The Scene That Celebrates Itself



		8 Shoegaze Peaking



		9 What’s in a Name?



		10 Shoegaze Fading



		11 Shoegaze Falls Off a Cliff



		12 Shoegaze Renaissance



		13 The Legacy of Shoegaze



		Afterword



		Ten Essential Tracks



		Acknowledgments



		Notes











Page List





		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178











Guide





		Cover



		Half Title



		Series Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Table of Contents



		Introduction



		Body Contents



		Acknowledgements



		Notes











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
BLOOMSBSBURY ACADEMIC

B VORK « LONDON « OXFORD « NEW DELHT « SYDNEY





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
A€ SERIES

SHOEGAZE

Ryan Pinkard






