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Newcastle. Land of Viz and The Fat Slags. Where even on a cold, 

wet Friday night the ‘girls’ head out in droves in short skirts, 

glitter tops, and stilettos to Bigg Market – the city’s raucous 

entertainment district. This is a notorious destination for 

Geordie hen nights and a place that has been described as ‘where 

cleavage meets the kebab and everyone is up for a messy drunken 

laugh.’

Perhaps not the city you would expect to find a three-day 

festival celebrating the virtues of riot grrrl and DIY feminism. 

But then the cities of Cardiff, Glasgow, or Bristol don’t exactly 

fit the bill either. Yet, each of these locations has been the 

host(ess) to Ladyfest.1 This once-occasional festival that began 

in 2001, is now a regular fixture of the indy rock music scene 

and provides a forum for women who want to readdress the status 

quo. Not only does it offer the chance to hear new, hip bands as 

was the case in Newcastle - The Research, Femme Fatale, and Lake 

Me - but offers  ‘how to’ workshops, zine and craft stalls, 

spoken word performances and discussion groups. You don’t just 

attend Ladyfest, but there is an expectation that you participate 

in a growing community of third-wave DIY feminists.

It is this very ‘do-it-yourself’ aspect, which is key amongst 

riot grrrl fanzine producers who want to communicate to like-

minded individuals about subjects that are as varied as their 

hand-made, photocopied and stapled, A5 or A4 publications. These 

publications are not part of any mainstream distribution network 

but rather are made available at music gigs, indy record stores, 

1 Ladyfest Olympia was the first event held (USA, 2001) and was organised primarily as a response to the 
way in which riot grrrl had been absorbed into the mainstream. Alison Wolfe of the band Bratmobile and 
one of the event’s organisers reflects that ‘we were discussion how alternative music had been co-opted by  
the mainstream. Our culture had been taken from us and sold back to us in a ‘higher’ form. We wanted to 
create our own communities instead of buying it’ (Ladyfest Glasgow, 2001).



by post, through zine distros or at zine symposiums and stalls 

like that found at the recent Ladyfest events. Subjects of zines 

vary widely, and for riot grrrl in particular have become a space 

where producers can express opinions about subjects ranging from 

the personal to feminist manifestos; and from writing as a fan 

about a particular band through to politics and gender identity. 

For example, as the producer of Sleep In Public (UK, c. 2005) 

confesses her zine is ‘part scrap book for all the songs, books, 

comics, etc., I’m currently obsessed with’. On the other hand, 

the producers of Reassess Your Weapons (UK, 2005) confirm their 

zine ‘is about the messy place where our stories, ideas, ideals 

and day-to-day lives collide.’ Fanzines are vehicles for 

subcultural communication and forums for sharing and exchanging 

information with a community of like-minded individuals. In this 

case riot grrrl fanzines are part of the communication within a 

community of third-wave feminists. In an early issue of GirlPower 

(USA, 1991) its producer writes ‘three of my best friends are in 

the band Bikini Kill and we made this fanzine together….the world 

doesn’t teach us how to be truly cool to each other and so we 

have to teach each other.’

This ‘do-it-yourself’ attitude is also mirrored in the way riot 

grrrl fanzines have developed a new feminist graphic language. 

For example, the use of hand-drawn hearts, stars, butterflies, 

images of the Japanese character Hello Kitty and 1950s American 

adverts are collaged alongside the use of more traditional 1970s 

feminist symbols such as the woman’s clinched fist and the 

international gender symbol for woman. Reproductions of the 1940s 

Rosie the Riveter poster with the accompanying slogan ‘We can do 

it’ is located in the same zine as 1990s images of riot grrrl 

icons Kathleen Hanna and Courtney Love chanting ‘We are the 

revolution’. In other words, riot grrrls are searching for ‘a 

revolutionary counterpoint to the male-dominated punk 

underground.’ In some ways, this is post-feminism with an angry 

edge. As one member of the ‘Feminist History’ discussion group at 



Ladyfest Newcastle remarked ‘at the end of it all, I still want 

to go to the hairdresser and get my highlights done.’ 

Riot grrrl and third-wave feminism has its focus on the 

‘micropolitics’ or more localised areas of concerns, personal 

interaction and how power relations are relayed in everyday 

terms. Fanzines, for example, are mouthpieces for young women to 

highlight their concerns such as gender identity, sexuality and 

representation, queer politics and multi-culturalism. In this way 

riot grrrl zine texts often adopt an autobiographical approach 

(e.g. diaries and storytelling narratives) reflecting personal 

opinions and aspirations. The producer of an early American-based 

riot grrrl zine Channel Seven (USA, c. 1992) sums up this by 

stating: ‘…I choose to write about my life for myself and because 

I think there is something to be learned from most people’s 

personal experiences.’  The personal is also reinforced through 

the visual identity of each individual riot grrrl fanzine. Riot 

grrrl producers may employ a generic set of graphic devices such 

as the use of photo-booth images, hand-drawn comic strips, 

collage illustrations and cut-n-paste ransom note lettering, but 

each producer has brought this together in their own unique DIY 

‘style’.

Riot grrrl fanzines are a vibrant indicator of the way in which a 

new language of feminism has emerged in terms of both content and 

design. They pay a visual tribute to the immediacy of 1970s 

photocopied, cut-n-paste, punk publications while simultaneously 

maintaining links with ‘the social and moral equity’ of first-

wave feminist ideology. Part manifesto and part personal 

narratives, riot grrrl fanzines continue to inspire young women 

to be confident and take control of their lives.  As one of the 

most popular badges sold at Ladyfest Newcastle suggested: ‘Riot 

Don’t Diet’!
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