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‘The Bangles’ was an all-female American pop rock band that had initially formed in December 1980, in Los Angeles, California. The Bangles had achieved a great deal of popularity during their career, with a great deal of hits, including ‘Manic Monday’, ‘Walk Like an Egyptian’, and ‘Eternal Flame’. They disbanded in 1989, though they reconnected in later years to record other albums, and to go on tour. 
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Vicki Peterson, Susanna Hoffs, Debbi Peterson, and Michael Steele in 1988. Photo courtesy of DPA Picture Alliance/Alamy.

Susannah Hoffs, one of the co-founders of the Bangles, was born in Los Angeles, California. She was the daughter of film director Tamar Ruth, and psychoanalyst Joshua Allen Hoffs. Hoffs had always had an interest in music from a young age. Her mother got her into the Beatles when she’d been a child, and Hoffs had begun taking guitar lessons when she was in her teens. 

Hoffs had graduated high school in 1976, and had taken an interest in the film industry – working as a production assistant on the 1978 film, ‘Stony Island’. By 1980, Hoffs had graduated from university with a bachelor’s degree in art. She had been a big fan of classic rock bands, and had recently taken up an interest in punk rock. 

Hoffs had been interested in punk bands such as the ‘Ramones’. In 1980, she had posted an ad in ‘The Recycler’ (a weekly Los Angeles paper). She only got a single response, from a woman named Annette Zilinskas. It had been rather disappointing for Hoffs, to only receive the single response. But she was not going to be deterred. She knew she needed to find talented women to form a band. 

Hoffs wasn’t the only one to put an ad in the paper. Lynn Elkind, former guitarist for ‘Those Girls’, had also put an ad in the paper. She was roommates with the Peterson sisters (Vicki and Debbi), who had also been in ‘Those Girls’. 

Hoffs decided to respond to Lynn Elkind’s ad. When she called, Elkind was not at home. Instead, Vicki Peterson answered the phone, and the two girls struck up a conversation. It had been the day after John Lennon had been assassinated, and the two girls talked about the recent tragedy. They realized during their phone call that they had a lot in common, sharing a love of artists such as ‘the Beatles’, the ‘Grass Roots’, and the ‘Mamas and the Papas’. 

Peterson gave roommate Elkind the phone message that Hoffs had responded to the ad. However, when Elkind and Hoffs spoke over the phone, they realized that they didn’t really have much in common. Hoffs decided that since her and Vicki Peterson had more in common, she wanted to form a band with her instead. Hoffs, Vicki, and Debbi quickly joined up to play music together. The group started to meet up at each other’s houses with their instruments, and favourite cassettes. The group of girls were all singers, and they collaborated together to write, and record songs together. Susanna Hoffs, and sisters Vicki and Debbi Peterson had all been members of various bands before forming the Bangles, so they all had experience and skills. 

Vicki Peterson’s best friend, Amanda Hills, who was bass guitarist for ‘Those Girls’ band, had decided to leave the band. Because of Hills’ departure, there was an opening for Annette Zilinskas. (She would later become a history professor under the name Amanda Hills Podany, and would perform in guest appearances with the Bangles over the years). With the addition of Annette Zilinskas, the band decided to start doing live shows. 

The newly formed band initially performed as ‘The Colours’ in 1981. The name didn’t stick. Shortly afterwards, the group decided to change their name to ‘Supersonic Bangs’, which was then changed again to ‘The Bangs’. The band started getting a lot of interest at their live gigs, and clubs were full up with fans clamouring to see the talented all-girl band. 

In 1981, Hoffs and the Peterson sisters recorded their single ‘Getting Out of Hand’, and ‘Call on Me’ on the B side. This was recorded with DownKiddie Records (their own label). ‘The Bangs’ was signed on to Faulty Products (a label formed by Miles Copeland). This garnered even more attention for the newly-formed band, especially when their songs were given some radio airplay. 

During their early years, the Bangles consisted of Susanna Hoffs (guitar and vocals), Vicki Peterson (guitar and vocals), her sister, Debbi Peterson (drums and vocals), and Annette Zilinskas (vocals/bass). They recorded an EP in 1982, and the single ‘The Real World’. It was then that the band discovered that there was already a band with the registered name ‘The Bangs’. They weren’t allowed to use the Bangs name anymore, because the New Jersey group that had claimed the name previously were threatening to sue them. The group decided to change up their name slightly, dropping ‘the’ from their title, and changing ‘Bangs’, to ‘Bangles’. Their first EP had their official new name changed to the Bangles. 

The band was part of the LA Paisley Underground scene, where bands performed rock songs from the ‘60s. The term ‘Paisley Underground’ originated in 1982, during an LA Weekly newspaper interview with Michael Quercio (‘The Three O’Clock’ band). He spoke about how his friend, Lina Sedillo, had been rehearsing with her band ‘Peer Group’. During one section of an improvised spoken word section, Sedillo had been wearing a red paisley shirt purchased at a thrift shop. Someone at the rehearsal had said the phrase, ‘Words from the paisley underground’. 

The next day, when Sedillo had rewound the taped rehearsal, she’d heard the small exchange. She called Quercio, and repeated the phrase to him. Sedillo and Quercio ran a group together, where they listened to ‘60s music. She thought the ‘Paisley Underground’ was a perfect group name. 

A few weeks later, Quercio used the ‘Paisley Underground’ phrase in his interview. He had been asked to describe three bands that were sharing the same bill (‘The Three O’Clock’, ‘Rain Parade’, and ‘The Bangles’). The interviewer thought that the name was an interesting name choice to describe the multiple bands. Because Quercio’s had used the phrase in the interview, it became the name of the new movement. 

The Paisley Underground movement had groups that played a mixture of garage rock, pop, folk rock, and alternative rock. But they were heavily influenced by bands from the ‘60s, with psychedelic sounds. The movement was influenced by bands such as ‘Love’, and ‘The Byrds’. 

The Paisley underground’s sound had been described by San Francisco musician Pat Thomas, as being ‘a marriage of classic rock and punk’. There was an eclectic mixture of professional musicians, as well as amateur artists in the movement, with some musicians being described as having ‘a punk D.I.Y ethic’. Over time, the ‘Paisley Underground’ phrase became less popular with the bands in the movement. 

Out of the many bands that had been a part of the Paisley Underground, the Bangles were the group that had the most commercial success. There were other groups that released at least one album on a major label. The Bangles shot up to number one in the U.S, with their 1986 single, ‘Walk Like an Egyptian’, and won a great deal of awards for their popular singles. 

The movement had influence on musicians around the world. Seattle-based band ‘The Green Pajamas’, and English bands ‘Teardrop Explodes’, and ‘Echo & the Bunnymen’
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