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RIOT-ING FORTH: KATHLEEN HANNA AND THE

REINCARNATION OF JULIE RUIN

When riot grrl pioneer Kathleen Hanna recorded the indie album Julie Ruin in her room in 1997 while on break

from fronting feminist punk band Bikini Kill, she had only a borrowed sampler, a cassette recorder and the

guilelessness to let her songs take her where they may. What began as a set of thrashable, poppy demos that

marked Hanna’s foray into electronic sampling gave way to a live act of joyfully fierce, feminist dance beats, which

later became an electroclash trio known as Le Tigre. In 2010, Hanna returned to the Julie Ruin moniker with a live

show and a four-person band (it includes bassist Kathi Wilcox, who was also in Bikini Kill), and in 2013 debuted

Run Fast, a more fully realized, personal record.

A lot has happened to Hanna between Julie Ruin incarnations, including a Lyme disease diagnosis with

debilitating effects. Yet the singer has maintained her sense of humor and ever-strong feminist zeal, which she’s

funneled into cataloguing riot grrrl archives and helping out with Girls Rock! Camp, which just like it sounds, is a

week-long rock ’n’ roll camp for girls. Run Fast reflects a singer who’s been tested but remains tough, one that

relishes her place back in the creative spotlight. Its dance-floor-ready jams are heartfelt, and the volume and

intensity of Hanna’s narrow wail has thankfully been left untainted.

“Just My Kind,” a ’60s girl pop-inspired track Hanna wrote about Beastie Boy husband Adam “Ad-Rock” Horovitz

(and which James Murphy of LCD Soundsystem mixed), is a baby-breathed, bass-heavy proclamation of enduring
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romance while “Ha Ha Ha” is a stomping, synthesizer-laced take-charge of female rivalry. Early opening single

“Oh Come On” offers a deceptively peppy, catchy chorus while alluding to a vulnerability Hanna does not often let

us see. As the singer puts it, “I’m not trying to write this huge, feminist anthem. I’m just trying to write about my

own life for once.”

Hanna took the time to speak with Boxx Magazine contributor Genevieve Diesing about what Run Fast‘s personal

underpinning has in common with the first Julie Ruin project, modern-day feminism and the song Christina

Aguilera passed on.

 

Genevieve Diesing: Obviously the old and current Julie Ruin sound very different, but is there a message that’s

definitive of both those projects?

Kathleen Hanna: I think the message is art. I believe that art is important. I believe that it doesn’t have to be totally

in-your-face didactic political.

You can make all different kinds of music. And if you believe you’re a good enough artist and that you’ve worked

hard enough in terms of who you are, the kinds of things you want to make and your core values are going to

come out. I’m not speaking for everyone, and I’m not trying to write this huge feminist anthem. I’m just trying to

write about my own life for once. And that’s something that’s really in common [between the two] Julie Ruin

[projects]: just trusting myself as a musician and saying I can do whatever I want to do. I can let a song be a song;

I don’t have to like, control it. In the first Julie Ruin I let it be what it was going to be. I wasn’t as big of a control freak

except in terms of what I wanted it to sound like.

GD: “Just My Kind” seems like a standout track, more romantic. Did you have anyone in mind when you wrote

it?

KH: Yes, I had a certain person named Adam Horovitz, um, whose stage name is Ad-Rock, or King Ad-Rock as I

call him around the house. Sometimes I just call him King. Sometimes when I’m kidding around like that it does

not come off in interviews. So please write “ha ha ha” after everything I say.

I had him in mind in that song and, you know, in listening to my solo record I really hear “Stay Monkey,” which was

also about him. They’re both love songs, they’re both ’50s- and ’60s-inspired, and I totally hear the similarities. It’s

amazing that I wrote “Stay Monkey” about him when I was first falling in love with him and then, 17 years later, I’m

still writing love songs about the same person.

When Le Tigre was writing for Christina Aguilera, that was a song that she rejected. She’s one of my all-time

favorite singers, but I feel like she made a mistake because I really love that song. It’s about the love of my life, so

how could I, you know, not?

GD: You’ve mentioned that feminism comes in 20-year waves, and we’re in the midst of one right now. What

reassures you that feminism is being taken seriously again?

KH: I don’t know how seriously it’s being taken by some people, but I feel like [there is revolutionary] stuff like

Pussy Riot, Occupy Wall Street, even Sheryl Sandberg stuff, like what do people call it, Lean In? … While many

people don’t like it, the one thing I got out of Lean In was the concept of internalized sexism that makes us think

that we don’t belong places that we do belong. And I don’t necessarily want to be in a boardroom and I don’t want

to be in a corporation that’s running the planet, but I do want to be in some mastering studio saying this is what I

want and not feeling like I can’t say that, like I can’t stick up for my ideas and believe in my ideas.

I do lectures on college campuses, and I have young women and young men coming up to me all the time saying

they’re so excited by feminism again or just for the first time. A lot of times—not to brag on myself—but they’re like,

“I just found out about Bikini Kill from my older sister or my friend,” or, “Wow, I never heard anything that spoke to

me like this, and it made me want to know more about riot grrrl and riot grrrl made me want to know more about

feminism and now I’m a women’s studies major.”

That kind of stuff, you know, coming from college students, from 15-year-old girls who write me letters saying, “Oh,

I wish riot grrrl existed now,” and I’m always like, “Make something better. Now’s your time to make something

better.” And I have the confidence that they will. Because they’re desperate for it. They need it. And we were

desperate for it and we made it exist. Now with the Internet maybe it will be a lot easier, maybe it will be a lot

harder, I’m not sure. But I think that people will make it happen.

GD: Would you ever play with Le Tigre again?

KH: Le Tigre started as trying to be Julie Ruin. One of the songs I wrote for Julie Ruin didn’t make it on the record.

We were trying to learn how to play that Julie Ruin song live and it didn’t work out.

GD: What was that song?
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KH: I believe it was “Eau d’Bedroom Dancing.” And I had a cassette tape of “Deceptacon” that I started but I didn’t

finish it in time.

[Former Le Tigre band members and I] have been doing songwriting collaborations for Christina Aguilera—so I

haven’t taken it off the plate at all. JD [Samson] is so busy with everything she does and [Johanna Fateman] has a

daughter now and a hair salon. She writes songs for other people as well, she’s writing a book, a lot of reviews

and stuff like that, so she’s incredibly busy. I’m incredibly busy. But I could see in the future, when we’re less busy,

doing a project together. I don’t know if it will be a detective agency; I don’t know if it will be Le Tigre the band. But I

think it would be incredible to collaborate with them again, definitely.
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About The Author

Genevieve Diesing is a Chicago-based writer, editor, and cat lady. She writes about music, food,

and feminism in the off hours, and edits a manufacturing trade magazine full-time. Examples of
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