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Janet Weiss has received the customary British 
welcome. The heavens have opened for her arrival, 
and we’re clamouring for shelter under the rickety 
outdoor seating of East London’s Cargo. Weiss 

is here with longstanding band member and one half of 
Portland duo Quasi Sam Coomes. Sat beneath the sagging 
covers of rain-laden tarpaulin, she is a long way from home. 

Weiss stands at the helm of a decade-spanning career. 
She and Coomes formed Quasi back in 1993 and the band 
has remained active, both as a duo and a trio (Joanna Bolme 
joined them between 2007 and 2011). But for most of us, her 
innovative tom-rollicking, tribal pounds are best known from 
indie rock trio Sleater-Kinney. Riot grrrls everywhere wept like 
Alice when their Wonderland unravelled and Sleater-Kinney 
announced their indefinite hiatus in 2006. Queens of feminist 
politics and one of the seminal rock groups of the ‘90s, their 
barbed tongues and banshee wails (not to mention numerous 
celebrated albums) were bottled up and marked ‘play me’ for 
future generations. 

Following their dissolution, Weiss teamed up with Bolme 
once more in Stephen Malkmus and The Jicks for two of the 
band’s full-length releases. Lesser known would be Weiss’ 
involvement in the fourth album for The Shins, and her time 
spent on the road with Bright Eyes, joining Conor Oberst for 
his European tour in the summer of 2007. She also appeared 
on Brisbane rockers The Go-Betweens’ noughties release 
‘The Friends of Rachel Woods’. After her final recording stint 
with The Jicks on 2011’s ‘Mirror Traffic’, Weiss teamed up 
with some familiar faces to start Wild Flag. Formed from the 
ashes of Sleater-Kinney, The Minders, Helium and Autoclave, 
the supergroup released their eponymous debut on Merge 
Records the same year as performing at SXSW and All 
Tomorrow’s Parties Christmas edition. She did this whilst 
simultaneously composing and performing on nine Quasi 
records, from the ‘Early Recordings’ in ‘96 through to their 
most recent effort ‘Mole City’, released at the end of last year 
via Domino Records. 

With such a wealth of accolades, you’d be forgiven for 
thinking that Weiss was bashing out triplet fills astride the 
paint pots in the playroom but, in fact, her introduction to 
the kit was far from conventional. “I actually came to drums 
late compared to a lot of people,” she says. “I didn’t play any 
instruments as a teenager, I was just a huge music fanatic. 
Music was my saviour, really. I had a horse. Between the 
horse and the music, I turned out okay.” Still in her early 
20s, Weiss took one “very short, very abridged lesson on a 
practice pad” and, with that, she was being asked by sloppy 
rock trio The Furies to head out on tour with them. 

“If you could go on a tour with a band and make enough 
money to come home and pay your rent, then that was 
successful,” Weiss notes. “No one that I knew was on the 
radio. No one that I knew was on the television. It was all 
very underground. There was this scene in San Francisco 
where I lived and we would go see the touring bands and 
just marvel at them, like ‘How do they do it?’ But it wasn’t 
really until I saw bands that I could relate to, bands like the 

Minutemen or the Meat Puppets, that I thought to myself, 
‘Maybe I could do this’." She pauses, thoughtfully. “But that 
had to happen in a small venue. It had to happen where I 
could see the expressions on the audience’s faces. I value 
that.” Moving to Portland in 1989, Weiss soon met and began 
playing with Coomes (her ex-husband), and it was here in 
the Rose City where she would go on to meet Corin Tucker 
and Carrie Brownstein, after seeing Sleater-Kinney (in their 
original incarnation) play. Joining the group in 1996, Tucker 
and Brownstein once remarked that Weiss brought a sound 
so solid to their material that “you could practically bang 
your head against it”. Debuting her frantic and innovative 
rhythms on their 1997 release ‘Dig Me Out’, Weiss was the 
band’s fourth drummer but would go on to shape their iconic 
sound – and steal the show – in reverb-drenched, alt-rock 
juggernaut ‘The Woods’. The dynamics between the trio were 
electric and the band’s innovative fretwork interplay (Tucker 
performing many of her parts on a Baritone guitar rather than 
a traditional bass) and vocal scope (Allmusic critic Heather 
Phare described Tucker’s caterwauling vocals as “love-
them-or-hate-them”) saw the band steadily begin to pick up 
a following. Yet, along with this newfound recognition, also 
came some changes in perspective that were hard for Weiss 
to comprehend. 

“As Sleater-Kinney got bigger and we started playing 
bigger venues, with the barricade and the backstage that 
keeps you away from the people, that transition was a little 
bit hard for me – as much as I loved playing with Carrie and 
Corin,” she confesses. “I would go to the merch table and 
just meet people and shake their hands. To me that is mostly 
what it’s about – that experience with the people and not 
just thinking about them as an anonymous body.” She adds, 
“Different bands are different though. I played in The Jicks 
for a while and that was more of a traditional rock and roll 
band – there’s a bass player, there’s a guitar player, there’s a 
keyboard player and that’s a little less of where I came from. 
I come from a more expressive background.”

Whilst Weiss continued performing and recording with 
both Quasi and Sleater-Kinney, a more potent sound was 
brewing in Washington DC. Both Tucker and Brownstein’s 
roots were in riot grrrl bands who, like Bikini Kill and queercore 
champions Team Dresch, were addressing rape, sexuality 
and gender within their music. The Pacific Northwest was 
housing the third wave of feminism – and it was loud. Yet, 
despite critics bandying the riot grrrl descriptor about the 
Portland trio, Sleater-Kinney never formally associated 
themselves with the movement: “I was seeing it from 
the outside and it was scary,” Weiss admits. “I’m a fairly 
aggressive person – it didn’t bother me, but I was thinking, 
‘Oh, this thing is happening and it’s really cool’, but it wasn’t 
my thing.” She continues: “I was in awe of what they were 
doing. I’m just not quite that extroverted. It was so much 
about politics and I was very impressed with that. I grew up 
loving The Clash – they were my favourite band as a teenager 
– and [riot grrrl] felt very close to that. Combining politics and 
music, as a lot of punk rock did.” 
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Some 25 years on since her timid introduction to the 
skins, Weiss remains one of a select pool of musicians to 
have spanned such a breadth of scenes. For the mainstream 
media in the ‘90s however, this idea of women musicians 
coming together under this banner of riot grrrl was largely 
erased or denigrated, and it continued to be so even when 
pop acts like the Spice Girls would champion the term ‘girl 
power’ to their legion of adoring fans. Fast forward 20 years, 
and for self-proclaimed feminist artists like Beyoncé, the 
superficial pretence of feminism sells albums. “Things have 
changed but I still feel there’s a long way to go,” Weiss sighs. 
“It’s better in England. There are more women in bands, I 
think. There are still shows that I go to and there are three 
bands and each band has five or six guys in it. I just get so 
irritated. I don’t really want to see that. I want to see women 
on stage.” She straightens up the hood of her sweatshirt to 
shroud her from the increasing rain: “At the shows I play, I 
try to make that a reality. Sleater-Kinney was always very 
adamant about that. It shouldn’t even be a thought, you 
know?” With over 80% of NME’s front covers from 1989 
to 2008 being dedicated to all-male bands, it’s interesting 
to note how women’s involvement within the music scene 
was often sidelined by a lot of the mainstream publications: 
“Sleater-Kinney always got placed in the ‘Women in Rock’ 
issue. It’s like a ghetto. What about the ‘Men in Rock’ issue? 
I never understood that.”

Tonight, under the dimly lit tunnels of Cargo, Weiss’ 
posture is poised as her beats fall like water from her 
fingertips, an innate ease and precision characterising her 
every move – a quality that isn’t lost on record. From the 
high-pitched squeal signalling the opening drone of Sleater-
Kinney’s ‘The Woods’, Weiss’ snare march leads ‘The Fox’ 
through a forest of feedback and wailing guitar chords with 
fluidity and flair. Racking up well over 20 releases in her back 
catalogue, what keeps the drummer’s creativity flowing? 
“I work on it!” she laughs. “I’m always listening. I listen to 
practice tapes a lot. I do a lot of work on my own. When 
you’re in the practice space, it’s nice to keep the writing 
moving along, so I’ll try something and then I’ll listen, and 
revise it and change it later.” She admits: “I’m definitely not 
afraid to copy something. I will copy something that I love.  
I have no qualms about that. Because once it’s on a song, it 
doesn’t sound like that thing anymore.” 

Weiss has teamed up with a number of acts whilst living 
in Oregon, a hub of transcending artistry. After five years of 
silence, James Mercer of The Shins was welcomed back 
to the music fold with his much-anticipated return ‘Port of 
Morrow’, enlisting Weiss for drumming duties alongside Joe 
Plummer of Modest Mouse and singer/songwriter Jessica 
Dobson. Weiss is a noted master of dynamics with an eye for 
what it takes to become exemplary. “A good drummer makes 
the music better,” she says. “A good drummer knows how to 
get inside the songwriter’s head or, if they are the songwriter, 
how to add personality and originality. All that technical stuff 
comes later.” Shifting in her seat slightly, she leans in to take 
a sip from her coffee. “Maybe because I didn’t play as a 
teenager, I didn’t have those tools. My friend Sarah Lund (she 
played in Unwound) was in The Corin Tucker Band, and she’s 
a very technical drummer. She played in a marching band as 
a teenager. It’s amazing to watch her. She took those skills 
and translated them into a style that, when you hear it, you 
know it’s Sarah Lund. I want that for myself.”

It’s easy to identify Weiss’ style forming across all her 
collaborations, particularly when she joined forces once more 
with former Sleater-Kinney bandmate Carrie Brownstein in 
Wild Flag. The pair were joined by the husky vibrato of Mary 
Timony (Autoclave) and Rebecca Cole (The Minders), and 
they went on to release their first 7” single on Record Store 
Day 2011, ‘Future Crimes’, backed by ‘Glass Tambourine’. 
Follow-up single ‘Romance’ later bounded onto our stereos 
the following summer with high kicks and suitably Kinney-
esque rock licks. It told the story of the quartet’s unison and 
mirrored much of the resounding drive behind all of Weiss’ 
musical collaborations: "We love the sound/ The sound is 
what found us." If Weiss was looking for a signature style, 
she sure found it in Wild Flag’s sing-along middle eights and 
lead jam-outs. However, she remains humble and jokes of 
her resourcefulness when it comes to those trademark trills: 
“All great musicians aren’t technically amazing – they mostly 
sound like themselves. That’s what I’m going for. That way, 
you don’t get hung up by the fact you don’t know as much as 
someone else. You can do a lot with a floor tom.”

And she’s not wrong. Weiss has built a whole career out of 
her floor tom and her custom Ludwig set-up (“those fancy kits 
are a little too nice. I’m a Ludwig fan – late ‘60s, early ‘70s”) 
but it’s her unfaltering commitment to composing, performing 
and touring with some of the best indie outfits across the last 
20 years that makes her a true pioneer. So why aren’t more 
people shouting about her formidable percussive techniques 
and the huge role she’s played in a number of formative rock 
bands? “Women aren't allowed to be heroes like men are,” 
she says. “People think of us as mothers, first and foremost. 
It’s hard for culture to accept that we’re aggressive, macho 
or loud. All those things that we are. Everyone is – it’s just 
human. It’s all about breaking down enough barriers to be 
who we are and not have to be who everyone thinks we are 
– that's not nearly as much fun.” 

Buy: ‘Mole City’ (Kill Rock Stars, 1 October 2013)
Social: @TheeQuasi

" A GOOD DRUMMER MAKES THE MUSIC 
BETTER – THEY KNOW HOW TO GET INSIDE 
THE SONGWRITER’S HEAD"
JANET WEISS


