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Forthcoming in the series:

Vaporwave by Kirk Walker Graves

Field Recordings by Marc Weidenbaum

Noise Music by Natalie Marlin

Bollywood by Shwetant Kumar

Neo-Soul by Matthew Allen

Pub Rock by Mark Wilkerson

Alterlatino by Javier A. Rodríguez-Camacho

Musique Concrete by Christian Kriticos

Midwest Emo by Will Hagle




To Team Dresch, Tribe 8, Pansy Division, and Fifth Column for so gloriously enriching my teenage ears and making music I’ll always keep close to my heart.
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Introduction Queercore’s Cultural Coup


In the 1980s, an underground queer cultural insurrection was born in Toronto, Canada. It spread powerfully throughout North America and Western Europe in the 1990s, and eventually into South America, Asia, North Africa, and the Pacific. That rebellion not only pushed back against the homophobic violence predominant in media and socially constructed norms but also ushered in a backlash against the purportedly “progressive” gay rights mainstream that often defined queer identity narrowly and engaged in sexist assumptions about gender. Queercore was never intended as a movement, but it would mobilize queer rebels who coalesced around shared ideas of queer advocacy, feminism, and openness through art. As one among many art forms, music became the center around which all other Queercore work arose, from zines to films to annual festivals.

It was never about creating a unified sound, and it was never just about the music. Various sonic and cultural threads came together as a variegated fabric with a unified ideology: queer activism marked by radical openness, reshaping the meaning of queer identity from the ground up. From the beginning, fanzine circulation and underground political activism were just as significant as—and sometimes even more important than—the music. Sonic artistry was one path among many for political engagement. And you could be a Queercore artist no matter your preferred music genre so long as you put queer identity first. Queercore bands could channel the sounds of three-chord Ramones-style punk or experimental noise rock. Queercore artists could be classically trained musicians crafting symphonic tracks or self-taught in aberrant folk traditions. Outside the Queercore classification itself, songs and albums might be readily identified by ear as almost anything: punk rock, noise, pop, new wave, no wave, experimental art-rock, pop punk, twee, classic rock, classical, folk. The artists were never bound by sonic similarities but by the messages they put forth.

Using “Queercore” to classify myriad artists is a retrospective act; while Toronto musician, zinester, and filmmaker G.B. Jones coined it in the hugely influential zine J.D.s she started with fellow artist Bruce LaBruce, musicians themselves were rarely applying the term to describe their own work. The label was, however, a way for queer punks in disparate places to recognize members of a shared community, and to come together in both queer joy and resistance. As time has pressed on, identification with that term has become crucial for up-and-coming queer artists who want to link themselves to what they see the earliest Queercore artists representing: making good trouble through openly queer identities while being punk in the ideological sense of the word. As Kathleen Hanna of Bikini Kill and Le Tigre told me, punk isn’t a genre and it’s not defined by the sound of the music itself. Instead, it’s an ethos—of “making the kind of music we wanted to make.”1 Founder of Dischord Records, as well as the bands Minor Threat and Fugazi, Ian MacKaye’s definition of punk echoes Hanna’s: “It’s a free space . . . It could be called jazz, it could be called hip hop, it could be called blues or rock or beat or techno. It’s just a new idea [and] . . . an environment that wasn’t being entirely dictated by a profit-motive.”2 That understanding of punk as a path toward sociopolitical and sonic freedom lies at the root of Queercore and was a collective aim for all the artists who created it.

What follows is a history of queer, and very often queer feminist, resistance. There are existing histories of queer activism, but they rarely touch on the role of Queercore in shaping queer identity or power. And even within existing records, gender bias sometimes creeps in. Indeed, even among writers seeking to take an objective approach to storytelling, there are assumptions that can be hard to weed out. Many histories of J.D.s and of Queercore, for example, center LaBruce’s perspective over Jones’s or highlight male-fronted bands over diverse female-fronted groups that often played bigger roles in both making and distributing the music.

In Queercore, I center that feminist queer history, along with global histories of queer punk, as I bring you through the histories of zines, bands, record labels, venues, and films. Along the way, I’ll take you back into the historical contexts that gave rise to and catalyzed Queercore over time, and finally, I’ll discuss the importance of queer(core) archiving. In a recent interview, Jody Bleyle of the band Team Dresch said, “When people think of feminism in the ’90s, they think of Riot Grrrl, but because Riot Grrrl doesn’t include Queercore, it usurps it. It erases it. You don’t want queer history to get erased, and that’s what happens when you don’t scream about it.”

This book is me screaming about it.


Notes


	1 Golden, Shouting Out Loud, 156.

	2 MacKaye.







1 Zines

Despite being best remembered as music-centered, Queercore really got its start in print in the mid-1980s. The zine revolution took hold among queer punks: they pasted and xeroxed issues in small runs, mailed them to destinations near and far. Contributors wrote gig reviews and interviews with musicians, but more importantly, they focused on themes of queer identity in underground cultural spaces. Early Queercore zines became the vehicles through which queer punk permeated deep into small-town America and Canada, urban metropolises like London and Los Angeles hungry for the underground, and everywhere in between. Via inexpensive xeroxes and the pony express, Queercore demanded its existence.

Zine culture and DIY approaches certainly weren’t new in the 1980s; zines became part of the nomenclature of punk in the United Kingdom (UK) and United States (US) in the mid-1970s, and zines have a much longer history that dates back to the early twentieth century.


Early History of the Fanzine

Dada, an art movement tied to early modernist impulses, took hold around 1915, and artists associated with it produced small, handmade magazines that could circulate easily; the first zines, in form and practice if not in name.1 The creation and circulation of “fanzines” as such, later shortened to “zine,” began in the 1920s with the rise of cinema stardom—easily copied, economical info booklets accessible to eager fans.

In the decades that followed, communities of science fiction fans, political activists, Beat writers, and punk artists realized they could share information among themselves outside traditional publishing’s hierarchical boundaries. That ideology resulted in zines becoming a primary means of communication among Civil Rights activists in the 1960s and 1970s, and across waves of feminism that arose first out of the immediate postwar period and continued through the 1990s. And everything, from the start, was DIY. As historian Stephen Duncombe explains, zine producers looked for new ways to copy and circulate materials as technological advances ensued. Over the years, “they quickly adopted small hand presses in the 1930s, mimeograph machines in the 1950s, photocopy machines in the 1980s, and desktop publishing in the 1990s.”2

Queercore zines initially covered artists whose work didn’t expressly relate to queer identity and politics; there weren’t any Queercore bands as such to write about in those early years. That changed as openly queer bands began forming and gigging, and Queercore record labels popped up—catalyzed by the growing zine culture.



Rise of the Queer Punk Zine Community

In 1985, G.B. Jones (drummer in the band Fifth Column) and fellow Toronto artist Bruce LaBruce started the zine J.D.s. You can’t talk about Queercore without referencing J.D.s—it was the foundation for everything. While the two have joked that the “scene” they created was all fanciful invention that they never anticipated would take off, their wildest dreams came to pass.3 The zine took a stance against “mainstream” queer activism that the two considered conventional and often sexist (Queer Nation, for example, which writer Dennis Cooper recalls had been “hard-lined about gay identity and how it should be portrayed and what it should mean”),4 and established a new community for queer punks.

Jones and LaBruce did have some important predecessors, however. The Toronto zine Dr. Smith (1984) helped pave the way for J.D.s. Although not a “Queercore” zine as such, Dr. Smith centered left-leaning punk that included Jones and other members of Fifth Column, as well as feminist queer cinema pioneer Barbara Hammer nearly a decade before she’d release her first feature Nitrate Kisses (1992), and a “critical analysis of Gay Culture” in Issue #1. There are other queer-centered publications that are also part of the Queercore zine lineage, most prominently Vaginal Davis’s Fertile La Toyah Jackson (beginning in 1982), which centered on celebrity gossip. Davis’s zine coincided with her own performance art, and the print component integrated those queer art practices for which Davis would become a proverbial godmother to many Queercore zinesters and artists alike.

Fifth Column cofounder and lead singer Caroline Azar is the one who really deserves the credit for making J.D.s possible, Jones says. Azar got Jones a DJing gig at a Toronto dive bar called Together’s. Fifth Column played there, and Jones, Azar, and their friends grew a scene around the space. Thinking about the queer-centered material she and Azar had previously included in the zine Hide, as well as tabloids that earnestly—if strangely—reflected on the gay scene in Toronto, Jones wanted to create her own zine that would resonate first and foremost with her hyperlocal



































New Issues! Queercore Acolytes Get Inspired



	1) To examine popular culture under a serious light.

	2) Support gay men in their struggle for basic human rights.

	3) Examine male roles as portrayed in ads, film, print, and other media.

	4) Offer a forum for those not usually heard.

	5) Have one hell of a good time doing all of the above.










































Start a Riot









The Zine Scene Expands



























On Technology and the Rise of the Internet











Notes


	1 See Gitelman.

	2 See Duncombe.

	3 See Warfield et al.

	4 Rathe.

	5 Sawyer.

	6 See Golden, Shouting.

	7 Block.

	8 Rathe.

	9 Rathe.

	10 Rathe.

	11 Rathe.

	12 Routoulp.

	13 Rathe.

	14 Team Dresch interview.

	15 Team Dresch interview.

	16 Team Dresch interview.

	17 Sill.

	18 Thiel.

	19 Hsu.

	20 Thiel.

	21 Rathe.

	22 Thane, She’s Real.

	23 Nault, 27.

	24 Roux.

	25 Kramer.

	26 Wong.
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