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HANGZHOU MUSIC SCENE 
There’s more to Hangzhou than the lake you know, and each month we look towards the city’s growing, diverse 
music scene to figure out what’s hot, who’s making waves and what the city has to offer the musical gods, 
melodious figures who reign over us all with their heavenly guitars and massive, white pianos...or something.

Hangzhou Music Scene - INTERVIEW

by  David W. Kay 

To coincide 
with the 
release of 
his new 
album 
'Flounce', 

I sat down with 
Hangzhou based 
singer/songwriter and 
father-of-one William 
Gray to chat music, 
living in China and a 
whole host of other, 
nerdy muso stuff.

that’s: Hi Will. Musically and 
lyrically speaking, what would 
you say are the most pointed 
differences between Tish (2014) 

and your new LP Flounce?
WG: I’d say the album is a continuation 
of the approach I used for Tish in the 
sense I made firm decisions before 
starting recording to ensure I ended 
up with something that fits together 
well. Whilst with Tish I opted for a 
set dynamic of bass, one guitar, midi 
keyboard, vocals and carefully mapped 
out drums, with Flounce I've gone 
for bass, 2 guitars, synth, vocals, and 
sampled beats. The resulting sound is 
generally a lot more raw and arguably 
more modern than Tish, as well as 
more psychedelic. Lyrically I wanted 
to retain the element of humour that W
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can be found on Tish but also cover 
more abstract ground and stream of 
consciousness writing. I tried hard not 
to self-edit too much, to keep things 
intuitive.    

that’s: Does living in Hangzhou 
- and indeed China - have any 

influence on your musical output, 
or do you think, for example, that 
Flounce would sound the same 
if you were still living in Leeds, 
England?
WG: It’s difficult to say in terms of the 
overall sound or feel of the record. The 
instruments I used are all instruments 
I've owned for a long time and 
which have been used on previous 
recordings. I think some things would 
perhaps be the same because I tend to 

I'd say there 
are lyrics on 
the album 
you could 
pinpoint as 
being directly 
rooted in 
the Chinese 
experience 
and also, 
rather 
obviously, 
the sound of 
the Xi Yang 
Yang toy 
keyboard on 
opening track 
'Child's Play' 
is distinctly 
Chinese.

Gray in his studio/playpen. Ayi not 
pictured. 
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live in my own world wherever I reside 
so perhaps I would have always gone 
in this direction at this stage of my life. 
The world's a lot smaller these days and 
with the Internet, VPN allowing, we 
can plug into whatever scene we want, 
regardless of where we are situated. I've 
been binge consuming a fair bit of new 
music, or music that's new to me, over 
the last few years and I think that all 
goes into the mix. I think I would have 
been listening to similar things had I 
still been in the UK - but who knows? 
I'd say there are lyrics on the album 
you could pinpoint as being directly 
rooted in the Chinese experience 
and also, rather obviously, the sound 
of the Xi Yang Yang toy keyboard on 
opening track 'Child's Play' is distinctly 
Chinese. I'd also say that electronic 
music is really popular at venues such 
as Lineout Stage and that's probably 
trickled in and informed my approach 
to this album. The emergence of 
Junks and how well those shows go 
down with audiences has also given 
me confidence that live drums is 
by no means a must in a live band 
performance, something I've always 
wanted to experiment with. I'm not 
knocking live drums - I love live drums 
- but it can just be hard to find the 
right drummer. I remember the days 
when it seemed a bit naff to perform 
over a backing track - a bit karaoke. 
But we seem to be over that now with 
the likes of Sleaford Mods almost 
household names. It's about realising 
the vision of the 
artist after all - 
not just doing 
what's expected. 
So basically I used 
sampled beats 
whilst recording 
with a view to 
doing the same in 
a live setting. 

that’s: If we 
had to choose 

a favourite 
track from the 
album, it would 
probably be 
'Anyway'. What 
can you tell 
us about the 
thought process 
behind the 
song's lyrics.
WG: If I had to 
choose one I 
think that would 
probably be 

my favourite as well as I always feel a 
sense of pride when I write a bona-fide 
pop song. A lot of the time I find all I 
need to complete a song is one lyrical 
idea and I can then base the rest of the 
words around that. It's like the key that 
unlocks the door. Once you have that 
idea and you feel it works it's a real 
relief because you get that confidence 
you can take it somewhere. So basically 
with that song I'd been watching an 
old music documentary film called 
'Heartworn Highways' featuring artists 
such as Townes Van Zandt and also a 
very young-looking Steve Earle. There's 
footage in it of all these great musicians 
just sat around a table knocking back 
whisky, strumming acoustic guitars 
and having singalongs. Not long after 
I was sat strumming the guitar myself, 
and the lyric just popped into my head, 
'I wish that I could be one of those old 
country singers, drink whisky, sit and 
play guitar all day'. You know, rather 
than the life I actually lead. I was just 
romanticizing that notion because it 
seemed, on the surface, such a great 
way to live. But of course so many of 
those guys probably had terrible drink 
problems and I'm actually damn lucky 
the life I have. So then I thought it was 
more humorous to kind of qualify it 
and say well, you know, actually it's 
probably a good thing I am who I am. 
Then I just considered what other 
occupations could I present both sides 
to and it just went from there, leading 
to the basic conclusion a person should 

probably just try 
and appreciate 
what they do have 
rather than always 
craving something 
else. But then, 
in turn, almost 
as a punchline, 
flipping that on 
its head with a 
kind of 'yeah like 
that's going to 
happen' haha, it's 
just not our nature 
is it? So hardly 
rocket science. 
But as a pop song 
it just works and 
that's all that 
matters. I find it's 
important to just 
let the song come 
and to try not to 
intellectualize or 
question it too 
much. Save that 

for later haha.        

that’s: What can 
you tell us about 

the album's title, 
Flounce?
WG: I liked the 
one syllable word 
approach of the 
previous EP so 
wanted to repeat the 
trick. I do feel like this 
record picks up where 
Tish left off and 
goes off on a weird 
tangent. The word 
seemed somehow to 
be in tune with that. 
I also think the word 
just seems ridiculous 
somehow, juxtaposed 
with the image of 
the panda balloon 
on the album cover 
- and I like that. It's 
almost like someone 
has just flounced out 
of the room and left 
the balloon there 
stranded with that 
gormless look on its 
stupid face. There's 
also a lot of flouncing 
around in our home I 
suppose. If it's not me 
then it's the wife. And 
if it's not her then it's 
the little fella. There's 
a fair amount of 
flouncing that occurs 
simultaneously too. 
Then there's also that 
connection with the stereotype of the 
complex artist. I wanted to allude to 
that whole prima donna thing and 
as a simple lyrical idea that also rears 
its head on the title track. I know 
I'm a little bit of a needy, sensitive 
and emotional type of person and 
can probably be a nightmare to be 
around at certain times due to my 
temperament. My wife puts up with a 
lot. But I don't think I'm Premier League 
when it comes to being precious and 
really I find the idea that artists are 
put on pedestal quite comical. Sure, 
we all need entertaining. I love being 
entertained and stimulated. I have 
nothing but admiration for the skills 
of people who are deeply talented in 
the field of music or other forms of art 
or entertainment. But I think in this 
age of celebrity it's quite strange just 
how much we revere this set of people 
who are the top earners or high profile, 
and how some of them can behave like 

utter arseholes 
and get away with 
it. Many boast 
impressive skills. 
They've worked 
hard at their craft. 
But why don't we 
revere plumbers 
and electricians 
in the same 
way? Doctors? 
Teachers? What 
precisely is our 
value system 
here? Many 
people do far 
more important 
jobs when you 
think about 
it but we love 
building up 
these ego-driven, 
attention-seeking 
narcissists and we 
encourage them 
and waste our 
time reading all 
the latest gossip 
about them, 
myself included. 
I observe and 
despise it but at 
the same time 
there's parts of 
my character 
that are that very 
thing I despise. 
Perhaps it comes 
out in most of 
us in this social 
media age. We 
think we're all 

famous. But live without music or 
a functioning toilet - it's a difficult 
decision. One thing's for sure, I've 
not met many plumbers that flounce 
around saying 'I JUST CAN'T WORK IN 
THESE CONDITIONS.'       

that’s: Did you produce the 
album yourself? And if so, what 

challenges did you face when 
putting the record together.
WG: I did yes. I produce all my stuff 
myself. Obviously it's a cheaper way of 
doing things which is great but actually 
I just feel a lot more comfortable this 
way in an environment I'm used to. I 
think in some ways it would be good 
to test myself in a different setting and 
of course it would be brilliant to be in 
a great sounding room with lots more 
equipment benefiting from the input 
of an excellent producer and engineer. 
But at the same time I would have to 
be working with someone that had the 

 I know I'm 
a little bit 
of a needy, 
sensitive and 
emotional 
type of person 
and can 
probably be a 
nightmare to 
be around at 
certain times 
due to my 
temperament. 
My wife puts 
up with a 
lot...   
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same work ethic as me. I'd also have 
to be able to trust them to make the 
right choices. I find it much easier just 
taking control myself because I tend 
to know what I want to do and find it 
hard to let go and have someone else 
take the reins. I can feel like I'm already 
2 steps ahead when I'm working with 
someone else and I get impatient that 
they haven't got to where I want to 
be yet. That's if it's my own album of 
course. If I'm working on something 
collaborative I'm a lot more easygoing 
because there's not so much of myself 
invested in it. In fact it's a relief just 
doing something I don't have control 
over. I think because I've put out a 
lot of my own music now I'm not as 
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eager to control the process. In fact I love 
just recording little things and sending 
them off to other people and seeing 
how they turn out. Challenge wise I have 
to say I didn't really find anything too 
challenging overall. I've benefited from 
the fact, with the last two releases, I've 
made some firm decisions regarding my 
approach before starting a project and 
it's all worked out and progressed quite 
smoothly thankfully, probably as a result 
of having a clear vision. The biggest 
challenge with Tish was mastering it as 
I'd never mastered anything before. This 
time I decided to give myself a break and 
give it to a proper mastering engineer 
so I guess this time it was simply mixing 
the album that was the most challenging 

part. It's just a constant head bender 
because you have this fear you'll get 
something wrong and then hear it 
forever in the final version one it's 
released. Listening fatigue can be an 
issue so it's best to have plenty of 
breaks and leave a long period of time 
to reflect.    

that’s: What would you say are the 
main influences on the record's 

overall sound?
WG: I think it's uniquely me despite 
the fact I don't really have my own 
distinct sound which spans all my 
releases. Going back to what I said 
earlier about being a binge consumer 
of music over the last few years I think 

a hell of a lot has gone into the melting 
pot. In a weird way I think hiphop 
has influenced this record though I 
don't think that is necessarily all that 
obvious seeing as, readers will be glad 
to know, I'm not rapping. Perhaps just 
the directness of it? In my head I think 
I was originally going for a new-wave 
kind of feel, not that I've really listened 
to a lot of that type of music, perhaps 
I just thought that would suit the 
dynamic and be an effective approach. 
You can probably hear that in the 
record but it's mutated into something 
else. I think psychedelia is an influence. 
I wanted something that sounds trippy. 
There's hints of that on Tish but now 
it's more full blown. When I was young 
I listened to grunge so it's nice to have 
a bit of that in there although as a label 
grunge can be misleading. I guess I was 
more into the alt or art rock, punky, 
melodic side of things, say Nirvana 
and Weezer, Fountains Of Wayne even, 
rather than the heavier stuff. I think 
there's probably hints of shoegaze in 
there, be it a poppy interpretation, 
and the blues was always an influence 
on me, be it delivered to me earlier on 
via the likes of Hendrix. It was nice to 
get the wahwah pedal out. It's all tied 
together in a lo-fi package I suppose. 
My situation lends itself to that - I'm 
one guy recording at home after all, so 
I think, if that's good enough for the 
likes of Elliott Smith or Sparklehorse 
then what the hell, embrace it and use 
retro-sounding software when it comes 
to engineering, equalizers modeled on 
old consoles, tape saturation, leave in a 
bit of hiss, that type of thing. Anything 
to heighten or accentuate it rather 
than try and hide it and pretend I'm in 
a fancy recording studio or something.  

that’s: Do you have any plans to 
perform the record live with a 

band or will you stick to performing 
solo?
WG: The whole record was kind of 
a reaction to recording material 
previously a fair proportion of 
which would never be played live 
because I didn't have the personnel 
or equipment to do it justice. That's 
the danger of the endless possibilities 
inherent in modern recording. You 
can do lots of things within the digital 
realm that might not necessarily be 
easy to replicate live. I have tended 
to perform solo in recent years just 
because it's easier. I just pick the songs 
that suit that vibe. I can play the songs 
suited to that format and everything I 
hear is how I want it or, if it's not how 

I want it, then it's my fault rather than 
blaming someone else for playing their 
parts wrong, not spending enough time 
practicing, not listening to what I've 
asked them to do, that kind of thing. It 
sounds like I'm a dictator but really the 
reverse is true. I'm shy when it comes 
to rehearsal settings and not always 
good at communicating what I want. 
I'm not sure if it's always easy for people 
to understand but if I record a song a 
certain way I've done it that way for a 
reason so it really gets under my skin 
if I hear it played in a way that doesn't 
convey what I want. Any musician will 
tell you, when a song is played well live, 
and you can really feel the audience 
responding, then nothing beats that 
feeling. I have found it easier attaining 
that feeling playing alone. When I play 
I want to get lost in the moment, not 
be frowning inside because it doesn't 
sound right. This record is an attempt to 
correct that introverted side of myself. 
I made sure I used the equipment and 
instruments I had at my disposal rather 
than relying on midi. I stopped myself 
from going off on tangents and stuck to 
a formula using equipment I knew could 
easily be transplanted to a live setting. 
Each part is written with a role in mind 
from start to finish and the whole record 
is arranged that way. I tried my best to 
keep the parts simple and easy to learn, 
trying to ensure I didn't dumb down at 
the same time. The people playing can at 
least hopefully reach an approximation 
of the parts I've written whilst the 
rhythm tracks are written in such a way 
that an appropriate specific loop can be 
re-imported onto my sampler so that 
side of things is taken care of straight 
away with minimum fuss without 
having to worry about tracking down 
the right drummer. I won't be fining 
people like James Brown did if they play 
wrong notes - I'd still like people to put 
their own spin on it. But within clearly 
defined parameters. And if it doesn't 
make it to the stage because it's just too 
hard to achieve given the busy lives we 
all lead and music doesn't pay enough 
to offer enough of an incentive? Well 
it'd be a crying shame but at least I've 
got a decent record out of making these 
decisions and sticking to them. As an 
experiment it's a success I think and an 
approach which has proven an effective 
means to an end.   

that’s: What can you tell us about the 
label, Medic Records, through which 

Flounce is released?
WG: Medic is run by John Carroll who is 
an outstanding artist in his own right. 
His album Cenotaph Tapes is one of my 

favourites of recent years. I believe he 
actually started the label with an old pal 
of his who he'd also performed music 
with but he's since become the main 
driving force. It's essentially a roster of 
artists. The label doesn't make or take 
money out of the pockets of artists - it's 
more a co-operative or a collaborative 
effort. It's simply about working 
together to get more music out there. 
John has done a lot of groundwork 
during his time in China, touring and 
the like, and that makes him a great 
source of support for someone like me 
who is eager to play in different cities 
for example. I doubt I'd have been able 
to play my own material as far and 
as wide without him coordinating. 
Medic would probably be well suited 
to acts younger and hungrier than I 
am actually, who don't have family 
commitments - I sometimes feel 
frustrated I can't make the most of the 
contacts John has and just get out there 
and play more. That frustration would 
be alleviated somewhat if we had some 
promising additions I could do my 
bit to help promote. I'd love to play a 
role supporting fledgling artists here 
and give something back. Coming up 
through the Leeds music scene in the 
UK means I have a real appreciation 
of grass roots music and I want to see 
that flourish in Hangzhou as befits a 
city with such a long and rich artistic, 
cultural history. Essentially Medic 
is potentially a very useful resource 
and it'd be great to see more artists 
tapping into that. At the same time, 
it's important to remember, joining 
Medic is not like waving a magic wand, 
you are still required to work hard as 
an artist. If you're not getting what you 
want out of music then you have to 
question what you can do to change 
that rather than thinking it's someone 
else's role. That's what independent 
music boils down to. But at the same 
time I've found having the support of 
a label a real boost. It means my music 
reaches a wider audience and I have 
someone really supportive to bounce 
ideas off and share the workload with. 
The feeling I'm not in it alone take a 
lot of weight off my shoulders and 
having someone there to offer advice 
or just listen when needed is extremely 
valuable. Artists need encouragement 
to fulfill their potential.

To download Flounce, visit http://
williamgray.bandcamp.com or http://
i.xiami.com/williamgray or go to 
iTunes, Amazon, Spotify or any other 
major music site. 

音乐无国
界。在
杭州也

好，英国也罢，
对我音乐的创作
并没有太多影
响。如今的互联
网将世界变得近
在咫尺，下载个
VPN，不管身在
何处，音乐触手
可及。”
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