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Acclaim for ANGELA DAVIS’s
Blues Legacies and Black Feminism


“A masterful work.… Davis’s book is the first to explore race and class ideologies as they were cast by a famed trio of poor, black blueswomen during the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s.… [Its] impassioned passages on Lady Day will do much to change public perceptions.… Davis has done her sisters proud.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“Meticulously researched … accessible.… Davis’s book at last gives Rainey, Smith and Holiday a place in the American canon on a par with such giants as Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston.”

—San Jose Mercury News




“A brilliant analysis of early women’s blues.… She recovers the integral role played by poor black women in the development of an American esthetic.”

—Globe and Mail (Toronto)




“Beautiful … her most heartfelt writing since Soul and Soledad nearly thirty years ago.”

—Fort Worth Morning Star-Telegram




“Angela Davis’s revolutionary spirit is still strong, still with us, thank goodness! … With amazing detail and analysis, David uncovers repressed histories of class struggle in our collective unconsciousness and leads us to discover and celebrate, through these artists’ performances and lives, their unique contributions to a world often at odds with middle-class American values. Davis’s loving transcription of the lyrics … is a true gift.”

—The Virginian-Pilot




“Provocative … a lasting contribution.”

—The Seattle Times




“An important work that gives a fresh reading of the blues.”

—Ebony




“Just as blues singers often transformed the lyrics they were given, Davis deftly transforms the insights of Herbert Marcuse to serve the purpose of her study. ‘Bessie Smith,’ writes Davis, ‘communicated critical social meanings across racial and class boundaries.’ Davis’s examination of the blues will have the same effect.”

—Newark Star-Ledger




“Compelling and insightful.… Davis treads new paths deep into blues territory.”

—Washington City Paper




“Davis has an ear fine-tuned to decipher the smartass irony, the playfully twisted delivery, or the deep soul cry that lies beyond the lyrics.”

—San Francisco Bay Guardian




“A passionate and revelatory look at the role of music in race, popular culture, and American social values.”

—Black Media News




“Astounding.… The most significant social analysis of the blues in decades … subtle, nuanced, complex, wise, yet simple, obvious and fun.… Perhaps the best book ever written about the blues.”

—Appalachian Journal




“Fascinating.… This engaging book is of profound interest.”

—Library Journal




“An invaluable piece of research.”

—Southern Voice (Atlanta)




“Persuasive and compelling.… A nuanced analysis of the cultural matrix that gave rise to the blues.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer




“An important work of cultural history.”

—Quarterly Black Review of Books




“Amazing … lyrical.… [Davis shows] that not only were their songs bluesy but political, providing models of folks who were in charge yet cognizant of their race, class, culture, sexuality and willing to stretch the boundaries to which they had been relegated in society.”

—San Francisco Bay Times
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INTRODUCTION

Blues Legacies and Black Feminism is an examination of the work of three women artists who played decisive roles in shaping the history of popular music culture in the United States. It is an inquiry into the ways their recorded performances divulge unacknowledged traditions of feminist consciousness in working-class black communities. The connection I attempt to make between blues legacies and black feminism is not without its contradictions and discontinuities; to attempt to impute a feminist consciousness as we define it today to Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday would be preposterous, and not very interesting at that. What is most interesting—and provocative—about the bodies of work each of these women left behind is the ways in which hints of feminist attitudes emerge from their music through fissures of patriarchal discourses. While I try to situate their recorded performances, the primary material with which I work, in relation to historical developments of the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, I am most concerned with how these women’s performances appear through the prism of the present, and with what these interpretations can tell us about past and present forms of social consciousness.

Given the long histories of slavery and segregation in the United States, it is understandable that black social consciousness has been overdetermined by race. This one-dimensionality is also often reflected in works that attempt to recapitulate those histories. While an impressive body of literature establishing historical antecedents for contemporary black feminism has been produced during the last two decades, there remains a paucity of research on the class-inflected character of historical black feminism. As the works of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century black women writers have been made increasingly available through projects such as the Schomburg Library Nineteenth-Century Black Women Writers series, efforts to reconstruct black feminist historical traditions tend to focus on texts such as these.1 To a large extent, therefore, what are constituted as black feminist traditions tend to exclude ideas produced by and within poor and working-class communities, where women historically have not had the means or access to publish written texts. But some poor black women did have access to publishers of oral texts. In fact, in the 1920s, many black women were sought after—and often exploited by—burgeoning recording companies.

Black women were the first to record the blues. In 1920, Mamie Smith’s version of Perry Bradford’s “Crazy Blues,” her second recording on Columbia’s Okeh label, was so popular that 75,000 copies of the record were sold within the first month of its release. One dollar, the cost of each record, was a small fortune then for the mostly poor black people who bought “Crazy Blues.” The song’s runaway sales marked the successful debut of a black woman blues singer, which in turn opened the door for scores of other black women artists, who were sought after by representatives of the recording industry as entrees into a previously ignored and untapped black market. Women like Alberta Hunter, Ida Cox, Ethel Waters, Lucille Hegamin, Edith Wilson, Victoria Spivey, Rosa Henderson, Clara Smith, Trixie Smith, Sippie Wallace, and many other less-known artists could be heard during the 1920s not only in theaters and clubs but also on labels such as Paramount and Columbia—both of which launched “race records” campaigns—and Black Swan, the only black-owned recording company of the period. At the peak of the classic blues era, which loosely spanned the decade of the twenties, hundreds of women had the opportunity to record their work.

That women were given priority over men as recording artists attests to the reductive marketing strategies of the then-embryonic recording industry, strategies we still see reflected today in the industry’s efforts to categorize—or, in effect, to segregate culturally—different genres of music that in fact claim an increasingly diverse listening public. The companies’ attempts to construct and tap a new black market were elaborated around the assumption that because the initial successes were with women’s blues, only women could be successful recording artists. Between 1923 and 1926—when Bessie Smith and Gertrude “Ma” Rainey respectively recorded their first songs—few men, aside from Papa Charlie Jackson (who also did duets with Rainey), were signed up by Paramount and Columbia, the two major companies of that period.2 However, when male country blues caught on in 1926, their growing popularity initiated a pattern that eventually marginalized women blues singers after the classic blues era began to decline with the stock market crash of 1929. The 1930s became an era of widespread exploitation of black men blues singers, who were sought out aggressively by profit-hungry recording companies that paid them paltry sums for their recorded performances, some of which continue to be published on compact discs today. The story of Robert Johnson is only the most dramatic example of this phenomenon. At the same time, many once highly commodified black women blues singers—including Bessie Smith, the “Empress of the Blues”—were struggling to find work in other genres such as theater and the emergent motion picture industry.

Even though the period of ascendancy of black women blues singers was relatively short, these women nonetheless managed to produce a vast body of musical texts and a rich cultural legacy. One might expect that because the classic blues era coincided with the Harlem Renaissance, this musical articulation of African-American culture would have been treated extensively by the writers and intellectuals of the day. However, because women like Bessie Smith and Ida Cox presented and embodied sexualities associated with working-class black life—which, fatally, was seen by some Renaissance strategists as antithetical to the aims of their cultural movement—their music was designated as “low” culture, in contrast, for example, to endeavors such as sculpture, painting, literature, and classical music (through which the spirituals could be reformed). Consequently, few writers—with the notable exception of Langston Hughes, who often found himself at odds with his contemporaries—were willing to consider seriously the contributions blues performers made to black cultural politics. In her examination of Hughes’s 1930 novel, Not Without Laughter, Cheryl Wall argues that Hughes was not only “the first writer to represent the figure of the blues woman in literature, [but] no comparable representation would appear in the fiction of black women for decades to come.”3 Indeed, in the early works of first-generation contemporary black women writers, fictionalized portraits of blues women were created by Toni Cade Bambara, Gayl Jones, Sherley Anne Williams, and Alice Walker. Mary Helen Washington entitled her second collection of black women’s short stories Any Woman’s Blues, and Toni Morrison’s Sula, “an artist without an art form,” might well have been a blues woman had she only found her voice. Alexis De Veaux wrote a poetic biography of Billie Holiday, and Jessica Hagedorn wrote an extended poem, “Sometimes You Look Like Lady Day.”

These were some of the women of color writers who helped to shape my gender consciousness, whose works piqued my curiosity about the figures that had inspired such marvelously irreverent characters and moving portraits. I wondered how these “foremothers” might differ from the black women we were beginning to claim as ancestors in the gender struggles we encountered as we mounted our radical opposition to racism. What can we learn from women like Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday that we may not be able to learn from Ida B. Wells, Anna Julia Cooper, and Mary Church Terrell? If we were beginning to appreciate the blasphemies4 of fictionalized blues women—especially their outrageous politics of sexuality—and the knowledge that might be gleaned from their lives about the possibilities of transforming gender relations within black communities, perhaps we also could benefit from a look at the artistic contributions of the original blues women.

When I first began researching the literature on blues and jazz women I discovered that, with some significant exceptions, the vast majority comprised either biographies or technical studies within the disciplines of music and musicology. I am not suggesting that investigations of these artists’ lives and music are not interesting. However, what I wanted to know more about was the way their work addressed urgent social issues and helped to shape collective modes of black consciousness. Because most studies of the blues have tended to be gendered implicitly as male, those that have engaged with the social implications of this music have overlooked or marginalized women.

When I decided to look closely at the music produced by Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday, what I expected to find was a strong consciousness of race against a backdrop of prevailing patriarchal constructions of gender. This is certainly the impression one gets from the biographical material on the three singers. In fact, the original title of my study was Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday: Black Women’s Music and Social Consciousness. However, the more I listened to their recorded performances—of songs composed both by the artists themselves and by others—the more I realized that their music could serve as a rich terrain for examining a historical feminist consciousness that reflected the lives of working-class black communities. That their aesthetic representations of the politics of gender and sexuality are informed by and interwoven with their representations of race and class makes their work all the more provocative.

What gives the blues such fascinating possibilities of sustaining emergent feminist consciousness is the way they often construct seemingly antagonistic relationships as noncontradictory oppositions. A female narrator in a women’s blues song who represents herself as entirely subservient to male desire might simultaneously express autonomous desire and a refusal to allow her mistreating lover to drive her to psychic despair. Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith both recorded versions of Herbert and Russell’s “Oh Papa Blues.”5 These are the lyrics Rainey sings:


Just like a rainbow I am faded away

My daddy leaves me ’most every day

But he don’t mean me no good, why?

Because I only wish he would

I’ve almost gone insane

I’m forever tryin’ to call his name

……………

Oh, papa, think when you away from home

You just don’t want me now, wait and see

You’ll find some other man makin’ love to me, now

Papa, papa, you ain’t got no mama now.6



Bessie Smith’s recording is entitled “Oh Daddy Blues” and these are her first and last stanzas:


Just like a flower I’m fading away

The doctor calls to see me most every day

But he don’t do me no good

Why? Because I’m lonesome for you

And if you care for me, then you will listen to my plea

……………

Oh, daddy, think when you all alone

You know that you are getting old

You’ll miss the way I baked your jelly roll

Then, daddy, daddy, you won’t have no mama at all.7



I should point out here that these transcriptions are my own. A large part of the project of producing this study has been the transcription of the entire bodies of Rainey’s and Smith’s available recordings, 252 songs in all, some of which are very difficult to hear. When I began this aspect of my research, compact discs had not yet begun to be mass-marketed, and I was working strictly from vinyl reproductions. When their work was reissued on CD,8 the transcription work became considerably easier, yet many of the original recordings that are reproduced on CD have deteriorated so much as to render them nearly inaudible in places. The second section of this study, following my critical examination of Rainey’s, Smith’s, and Holiday’s work, contains my transcriptions of all of Rainey’s and Smith’s extant recordings. The transcriptions are included here because both blues women frequently improvised even as they sang precomposed lyrics that were not always their own. This process of revision obviously had a significant impact on the recordings to which we have access today, and it is on the basis of these recordings—these often revised renditions of the lyrics that appeared on the lead sheets from which Rainey and Smith worked—that I have worked out my own analyses of the songs as they were performed. Thus, while other transcriptions exist in numerous studies of the music and of the artists themselves, my own listenings have revealed numerous inaccuracies in those transcriptions. For this reason, I have chosen to work with firsthand transcriptions, which no doubt contain their own inaccuracies, and for which I take complete responsibility. As the complete lyrics of Rainey’s and Smith’s songs are not available elsewhere, I have included them in this book in order to facilitate further research on this material. I have not included transcriptions of Billie Holiday’s recordings because the popular material that constitutes her body of work remains readily available in print today. Moreover, her originality consists not so much in what she sang, but rather in how she sang the popular songs of her era.

In the contemporary period, which is marked by a popular recognition of the politicalization of sexuality, the blues constitute an exceptionally rich site for feminist investigation. The overarching sexual themes that define the content of the blues form point the way toward a consideration of the historical politics of black sexuality. Considering the stringent taboos on representations of sexuality that characterized most dominant discourses of the time, the blues constitute a privileged discursive site.

In this book, I attempt to explore the feminist implications of the recorded performances of three women: one who stands at the beginning of the classic blues tradition, another who pushes the blues form to its very limits and begins to use popular song as a blues vehicle, and yet another who, in moving away from the blues and establishing jazz vocals with a genius and originality that has yet to be surpassed, remains solidly anchored in the blues tradition. All of their performances illuminate the politics of gender and sexuality in working-class black communities.

Whether we listen to these musicians today primarily for pleasure or for purposes of research—which is not to suggest that pleasure is without its critical dimensions or that research is without its pleasures—there is a great deal to be learned from their bodies of work about quotidian expressions of feminist consciousness. These quotidian expressions of feminist consciousness are what I attempt to accentuate in this book. In this sense, my study is far less ambitious than a work like Daphne Duval Harrison’s Black Pearls. Whereas Harrison’s fine investigation comprehensively takes up the classic blues tradition, mine is confined to three artists, two of whom—Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith—decisively defined the classic blues era, and one of whom—Billie Holiday—ushered in the period of modern jazz, recording her first song shortly after Bessie Smith recorded her last. Harrison’s work examines the blues women of the 1920s


as pivotal figures in the assertion of black women’s ideas and ideals from the standpoint of the working class and the poor. It reveals their dynamic role as spokespersons and interpreters of the dreams, harsh realities, and tragicomedies of the black experience in the first three decades of this century; their role in the continuation and development of black music in America; their contributions to blues poetry and performance. Further, it expands the base of knowledge about the role of black women in the creation and development of American popular culture; illustrates their modes and means for coping successfully with gender-related discrimination and exploitation; and demonstrates an emerging model for the working woman—one who is sexually independent, self-sufficient, creative, and trend-setting.9



I hope my study will complement Harrison’s in the sense that it attempts to accentuate the feminist contributions of two pivotal women of the classic blues era, as well as those of the most significant jazz woman, the story of whose troubled life has persistently overshadowed the important contributions she made as an artist.

Contemporary blues and jazz women come from diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds, and certainly the audience for this music resides not only within but far beyond the borders of black culture. With the globalization of music distribution—indeed, with such developments as unauthorized CD production in some countries—the scope of black music and its historically broad cultural implications can no longer be confined to African-American communities. In this context, feminist interpretations of blues and jazz women’s legacies can contribute to an understanding of feminist consciousness that crosses racial and class borders.10 I hope that readers of this book will also read, for example, Maria Herrera-Sobek’s feminist interpretations of corridos, Mexican folk ballads.11 Moreover, beyond the realm of musical culture, many feminists of color are rethinking mainstream feminist historiographies, not simply to carve out a place for women of color, but rather to contest the very validity of the discourses employed in those works.12 At the same time that I see my own work as connected with these various projects, I hope the arguments I propose in this book will make a specific intervention into current popular debates regarding the legitimacy of women of color feminisms, and of black feminisms in particular.

Twenty-five years after the second-wave debates on what counts as feminism, popular assumptions that the historical origins of feminism are white stubbornly persist in many black communities, despite significant feminist (and womanist) activism and research. The tendency to construct women like Anita Hill as race traitors is a dramatic by-product of the recalcitrant idea that black women who speak out against black men are following in the footsteps of white feminists. The fact that a productive debate about the problematic gender politics (and indeed the overarching conservatism) of the Million Man March failed to emerge—and that feminists like Kimberlé Crenshaw, Luke Harris, Marcia Gillespie, Paula Giddings, Jewel Jackson McCabe, Gina Dent, and I were harshly criticized for even desiring to initiate such a debate—are yet further examples of widespread views in black communities that race must always take precedence, and that race is implicitly gendered as male.

A book like Blues Legacies and Black Feminism will not popularize feminism in black communities. However, I do hope it will demonstrate that there are multiple African-American feminist traditions. I hope it will demonstrate that feminist traditions are not only written, they are oral, and that these oralities reveal not only rewrought African cultural traces, but also the genius with which former slaves forged new traditions that simultaneously contested the slave past and preserved some of the rich cultural products of slavery. According to cultural critic Stuart Hall, black popular culture


[i]n its expressivity, its musicality, its orality, in its rich, deep, and varied attention to speech, in its inflections toward the vernacular and the local, in its rich production of counternarratives, and above all, in its metaphorical use of the musical vocabulary … has enabled the surfacing, inside the mixed and contradictory modes even of some mainstream popular culture, of elements of a discourse that is different—other forms of life, other traditions of representation.13



I hope, therefore, that the analyses I present here will persuade readers that it is possible to interpret the work of these three prominent performing artists of the African-American past as helping to forge other legacies—blues legacies, black working-class legacies—of feminism. Finally, I hope this study will inspire readers to listen to the recordings of Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday both for pleasure and for purposes of research, and that it will occasion further interdisciplinary studies of the artistic and social contributions of blues and jazz women.


I USED TO BE
YOUR SWEET MAMA
IDEOLOGY, SEXUALITY, AND DOMESTICITY


You’ve had your chance and proved unfaithful

So now I’m gonna be real mean and hateful

I used to be your sweet mama, sweet papa

But now I’m just as sour as can be.

–“I USED TO BE YOUR SWEET MAMA”1



Like most forms of popular music, African-American blues lyrics talk about love. What is distinctive about the blues, however, particularly in relation to other American popular musical forms of the 1920s and 1930s, is their intellectual independence and representational freedom. One of the most obvious ways in which blues lyrics deviated from that era’s established popular musical culture was their provocative and pervasive sexual-including homosexual-imagery.2

By contrast, the popular song formulas of the period demanded saccharine and idealized nonsexual depictions of heterosexual love relationships.3 Those aspects of lived love relationships that were not compatible with the dominant, etherealized ideology of love-such as extramarital relationships, domestic violence, and the ephemerality of many sexual partnerships-were largely banished from the established popular musical culture. Yet these very themes pervade the blues. What is even more striking is the fact that initially the professional performers of this music—the most widely heard individual purveyors of the blues—were women. Bessie Smith earned the title “Empress of the Blues” not least through the sale of three-quarters of a million copies of her first record.4

The historical context within which the blues developed a tradition of openly addressing both female and male sexuality reveals an ideological framework that was specifically African-American.5 Emerging during the decades following the abolition of slavery, the blues gave musical expression to the new social and sexual realities encountered by African Americans as free women and men. The former slaves’ economic status had not undergone a radical transformation—they were no less impoverished than they had been during slavery.6 It was the status of their personal relationships that was revolutionalized. For the first time in the history of the African presence in North America, masses of black women and men were in a position to make autonomous decisions regarding the sexual partnerships into which they entered.7 Sexuality thus was one of the most tangible domains in which emancipation was acted upon and through which its meanings were expressed. Sovereignty in sexual matters marked an important divide between life during slavery and life after emancipation.

Themes of individual sexual love rarely appear in the musical forms produced during slavery. Whatever the reasons for this—and it may have been due to the slave system’s economic management of procreation, which did not tolerate and often severely punished the public exhibition of self-initiated sexual relationships—I am interested here in the disparity between the individualistic, “private” nature of sexuality and the collective forms and nature of the music that was produced and performed during slavery. Sexuality after emancipation could not be adequately expressed or addressed through the musical forms existing under slavery. The spirituals and the work songs confirm that the individual concerns of black people expressed through music during slavery centered on a collective desire for an end to the system that enslaved them. This does not mean there was an absence of sexual meanings in the music produced by African-American slaves.8 It means that slave music—both religious and secular—was quintessentially collective music. It was collectively performed and it gave expression to the community’s yearning for freedom.9

The blues, on the other hand, the predominant postslavery African-American musical form, articulated a new valuation of individual emotional needs and desires. The birth of the blues was aesthetic evidence of new psychosocial realities within the black population. This music was presented by individuals singing alone, accompanying themselves on such instruments as the banjo or guitar. The blues therefore marked the advent of a popular culture of performance, with the borders of performer and audience becoming increasingly differentiated.10 Through the emergence of the professional blues singer—a predominantly female figure accompanied by small and large instrumental ensembles—as part of the rise of the black entertainment industry, this individualized mode of presenting popular music crystallized into a performance culture that has had an enduring influence on African-American music.

The spirituals, as they survived and were transformed during the post-slavery era, were both intensely religious and the aesthetic bearers of the slaves’ collective aspirations for worldly freedom.11 Under changed historical circumstances in which former slaves had closer contact with the religious practices and ideologies of the dominant culture, sacred music began to be increasingly enclosed within institutionalized religious spaces. Slave religious practices were inseparable from other aspects of everyday life—work, family, sabotage, escape. Postslavery religion gradually lost some of this fluidity and came to be dependent on the church. As sacred music evolved from spirituals to gospel, it increasingly concentrated on the hereafter. Historian Lawrence Levine characterizes the nature of this development succinctly. “The overriding thrust of the gospel songs,” he writes,


was otherworldly. Emphasis was almost wholly upon God with whom Man’s relationship was one of total dependence.… Jesus rather than the Hebrew children dominated the gospel songs. And it was not the warrior Jesus of the spirituals but a benevolent spirit who promised His children rest and peace and justice in the hereafter.12



The blues rose to become the most prominent secular genre in early twentieth-century black American music. As it came to displace sacred music in the everyday lives of black people, it both reflected and helped to construct a new black consciousness. This consciousness interpreted God as the opposite of the Devil, religion as the not-secular, and the secular as largely sexual. With the blues came the designations “God’s music” and “the Devil’s music.” The former was performed in church—although it could also accompany work13—while the latter was performed in jook joints, circuses, and traveling shows.14 Despite the new salience of this binary opposition in the everyday lives of black people, it is important to underscore the close relationship between the old music and the new. The new music had old roots, and the old music reflected a new ideological grounding of black religion. Both were deeply rooted in a shared history and culture.

God and the Devil had cohabited the same universe during slavery, not as polar opposites but rather as complex characters who had different powers and who both entered into relationships with human beings. They also sometimes engaged with each other on fairly equal terms. As Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and others have argued, the Devil was often associated with the trickster orisha Legba, or Elegua, in Yoruba religions.15 Some of the folktales Zora Neale Hurston presents in Mules and Men portray the Devil not as evil incarnate but as a character with whom it was possible to identify in humorous situations.16

In describing the religious household in which she was reared, veteran blues woman Ida Goodson emphasizes that the blues were banned from her childhood home. Nevertheless, she and her playmates often played and sang the blues when her parents were away. On those occasions when her parents showed up unexpectedly, they easily made the transition to gospel music without missing a beat:


My mother and father were religious persons. And they liked music, but they liked church music. They didn’t like jazz like we do. And of course we could not even play jazz in our home while they were there. But just the moment they would turn their back, go to their society or church somewhere or another, we’d get our neighborhood children to come in there and we’d get to playing the blues and having a good time. But still we’d have one girl on the door watching to see when Mr. Goodson’s coming back home or Mrs. Goodson. Because I knew if they came and caught us what we would get.… Whenever we’d see my father or my mother coming back home, the girl be saying, “There come Mr. Goodson ‘nem.” And they’d be so close up on us, we’d change the blues, singing “Jesus keep me near the cross.” After that my mother and father would join us and we’d all get to singing church songs.17



As if reconciling the two positions—that of herself as a young musician and that of her religious parents—Goodson later explains that “the Devil got his work and God got his work.”

During slavery, the sacred universe was virtually all-embracing. Spirituals helped to construct community among the slaves and infused this imagined community with hope for a better life. They retold Old Testament narratives about the Hebrew people’s struggle against Pharaoh’s oppression, and thereby established a community narrative of African people enslaved in North America that simultaneously transcended the slave system and encouraged its abolition. Under the conditions of U.S. slavery, the sacred—and especially sacred music—was an important means of preserving African cultural memory. Karl Marx’s comments on religion as the “opium of the people”18 notwithstanding, the spirituals attest to the fact that religious consciousness can itself play a transformative role. As Sojourner Truth and other abolitionists demonstrated—as well as insurrectionary leaders Nat Turner, Denmark Vesey, and the Underground Railroad conductor Harriet Tubman—religion was far more than Marx’s “illusory sun.” Spirituals were embedded in and gave expression to a powerful yearning for freedom.19 Religion was indeed, in Marx’s words, the “soul” of “soulless conditions.”20

The spirituals articulated the hopes of black slaves in religious terms. In the vast disappointment that followed emancipation—when economic and political liberation must have seemed more unattainable than ever—blues created a discourse21 that represented freedom in more immediate and accessible terms. While the material conditions for the freedom about which the slaves had sung in their spirituals seemed no closer after slavery than they had seemed before, there were nevertheless distinct differences between the slaves’ personal status under slavery and during the post-Civil War period. In three major respects, emancipation radically transformed their personal lives: (1) there was no longer a proscription on free individual travel; (2) education was now a realizable goal for individual men and women; (3) sexuality could be explored freely by individuals who now could enter into autonomously chosen personal relationships. The new blues consciousness was shaped by and gave expression to at least two of these three transformations: travel and sexuality. In both male and female blues, travel and sexuality are ubiquitous themes, handled both separately and together. But what finally is most striking is the way the blues registered sexuality as a tangible expression of freedom; it was this dimension that most profoundly marked and defined the secularity of the blues.

Theologian James Cone offers the following definition of the blues, agreeing with C. Eric Lincoln’s succinct characterization of them as “secular spirituals.” Cone writes:


They are secular in the same sense that they confine their attention solely to the immediate and affirm the bodily expression of black soul, including its sexual manifestations. They are spirituals because they are impelled by the same search for the truth of black experience.22



It is not necessary to accede to Cone’s essentialist invocation of a single metaphysical “truth” of black experience to gain from his description a key insight into why the blues were condemned as the Devil’s music: it was because they drew upon and incorporated sacred consciousness and thereby posed a serious threat to religious attitudes.

Levine emphasizes the blurring of the sacred and the secular in both gospel music and the blues. It may not have been the secularity of the blues that produced such castigation by the church, he argues, but rather precisely their sacred nature. He writes:


The blues was threatening not primarily because it was secular; other forms of secular music were objected to less strenuously and often not at all. Blues was threatening because its spokesmen and its ritual too frequently provided the expressive communal channels of relief that had been largely the province of religion in the past.23



Although both Cone and Levine make references to Mamie Smith, Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, and other women who composed and performed blues songs, they, like most scholars, tend to view women as marginal to the production of the blues. Note that in the passage quoted above, Levine refers quite explicitly to the “spokesmen” of the blues. With the simple substitution of “spokeswomen,” his argument would become more compelling and more revealing of the new religious consciousness about which he writes.

Blues practices, as Levine asserts, did tend to appropriate previously religious channels of expression, and this appropriation was associated with women’s voices. Women summoned sacred responses to their messages about sexuality.24 During this period, religious consciousness came increasingly under the control of institutionalized churches, and male dominance over the religious process came to be taken for granted. At the same time that male ministers were becoming a professional caste, women blues singers were performing as professional artists and attracting large audiences at revival-like gatherings. Gertrude “Ma” Rainey and Bessie Smith were the most widely known of these women. They preached about sexual love, and in so doing they articulated a collective experience of freedom, giving voice to the most powerful evidence there was for many black people that slavery no longer existed.

The expression of socially unfulfilled dreams in the language and imagery of individual sexual love is, of course, not peculiar to the African-American experience. As part of the capitalist schism between the public and private realms within European-derived American popular culture, however, themes of romantic love had quite different ideological implications from themes of sexuality within postslavery African-American cultural expression. In the context of the consolidation of industrial capitalism, the sphere of personal love and domestic life in mainstream American culture came to be increasingly idealized as the arena in which happiness was to be sought.25 This held a special significance for women, since love and domesticity were supposed to constitute the outermost limits of their lives. Full membership in the public community was the exclusive domain of men. Therefore, European-American popular songs have to be interpreted within this context and as contributing to patriarchal hegemony.

The blues did not entirely escape the influences that shaped the role of romantic love in the popular songs of the dominant culture. Nevertheless, the incorporation of personal relationships into the blues has its own historical meanings and social and political resonances. Love was not represented as an idealized realm to which unfulfilled dreams of happiness were relegated. The historical African-American vision of individual sexual love linked it inextricably with possibilities of social freedom in the economic and political realms. Unfreedom during slavery involved, among other things, a prohibition of freely chosen, enduring family relationships. Because slaves were legally defined as commodities, women of childbearing age were valued in accordance with their breeding potential and were often forced to copulate with men—viewed as “bucks”—chosen by their owners for the sole purpose of producing valuable progeny.26 Moreover, direct sexual exploitation of African women by their white masters was a constant feature of slavery.27 What tenuous permanence in familial relationships the slaves did manage to construct was always subject to the whim of their masters and the potential profits to be reaped from sale. The suffering caused by forced ruptures of slave families has been abundantly documented.28

Given this context, it is understandable that the personal and sexual dimensions of freedom acquired an expansive importance, especially since the economic and political components of freedom were largely denied to black people in the aftermath of slavery. The focus on sexual love in blues music was thus quite different in meaning from the prevailing idealization of romantic love in mainstream popular music. For recently emancipated slaves, freely chosen sexual love became a mediator between historical disappointment and the new social realities of an evolving African-American community. Ralph Ellison alludes to this dimension of the blues, I think, when he notes “their mysteriousness … their ability to imply far more than they state outright and their capacity to make the details of sex convey meanings which touch on the metaphysical.”29

Sexuality was central in both men’s and women’s blues. During the earliest phases of their history, blues were essentially a male phenomenon. The archetypal blues singer was a solitary wandering man accompanied by his banjo or guitar, and, in the words of blues scholar Giles Oakley, his principal theme “is the sexual relationship. Almost all other themes, leaving town, train rides, work trouble, general dissatisfaction, sooner or later revert to the central concern.”30 In women’s blues, which became a crucial element of the rising black entertainment industry, there was an even more pronounced emphasis on love and sexuality.

The representations of love and sexuality in women’s blues often blatantly contradicted mainstream ideological assumptions regarding women and being in love. They also challenged the notion that women’s “place” was in the domestic sphere. Such notions were based on the social realities of middle-class white women’s lives, but were incongruously applied to all women, regardless of race or class.31 This led to inevitable contradictions between prevailing social expectations and black women’s social realities. Women of that era were expected to seek fulfillment within the confines of marriage, with their husbands functioning as providers and their children as evidence of their worth as human beings. The sparsity of allusions to marriage and domesticity in women’s blues therefore becomes highly significant.

In Bessie Smith’s rendition of “Sam Jones Blues,” which contains one of the few commentaries on marriage to be found in her body of work, the subject is acknowledged only in relation to its dissolution. Her performance of this song satirically accentuates the contrast between the dominant cultural construction of marriage and the stance of economic independence black women were compelled to assume for their sheer survival:


Sam Jones left his lovely wife just to step around

Came back home ’bout a year, lookin’ for his high brown




Went to his accustomed door and he knocked his knuckles sore

His wife she came, but to his shame, she knew his face no more




Sam said, “I’m your husband, dear.”

But she said, “Dear, that’s strange to hear

You ain’t talking to Mrs. Jones, you speakin’ to Miss Wilson now




“I used to be your lofty mate

But the judge done changed my fate




“Was a time you could have walked right in and called this place your home sweet home

But now it’s all mine for all time, I’m free and livin’ all alone

……………

“Say, hand me the key that unlocks my front door

Because that bell don’t read ‘Sam Jones’ no more, no

You ain’t talkin’ to Mrs. Jones, you speakin’ to Miss Wilson now.”32



Although the written lyrics reveal a conversation between “proper” English and black working-class English, only by listening to the song do we experience the full impact of Smith’s manipulation of language in her recording. References to marriage as perceived by the dominant white culture are couched in irony. She mocks the notion of eternal matrimony—“I used to be your lofty mate”—singing genteel words with a teasing intonation to evoke white cultural conceptions. On the other hand, when she indicates the perspective of the black woman, Miss Wilson—who “used to be Mrs. Jones”—she sings in a comfortable, bluesy black English. This song is remarkable for the way Smith translates into musical contrast and contention the clash between two cultures’ perceptions of marriage, and particularly women’s place within the institution. It is easy to imagine the testifying responses Smith no doubt evoked in her female audiences, responses that affirmed working-class black women’s sense of themselves as relatively emancipated, if not from marriage itself, then at least from some of its most confining ideological constraints.

The protagonists in women’s blues are seldom wives and almost never mothers. One explanation for the absence of direct allusions to marriage may be the different words mainstream and African-American cultures use to signify “male spouse.” African-American working-class argot refers to both husbands and male lovers—and even in some cases female lovers—as “my man” or “my daddy.” But these different linguistic practices cannot be considered in isolation from the social realities they represent, for they point to divergent perspectives regarding the institution of marriage.

During Bessie Smith’s era, most black heterosexual couples—married or not—had children. However, blues women rarely sang about mothers, fathers, and children. In the subject index to her book Black Pearls, black studies scholar Daphne Duval Harrison lists the following themes: advice to other women; alcohol; betrayal or abandonment; broken or failed love affairs; death; departure; dilemma of staying with man or returning to family; disease and afflictions; erotica; hell; homosexuality; infidelity; injustice; jail and serving time; loss of lover; love; men; mistreatment; murder; other woman; poverty; promiscuity; sadness; sex; suicide; supernatural; trains; traveling; unfaithfulness; vengeance; weariness, depression, and disillusionment; weight loss.33 It is revealing that she does not include children, domestic life, husband, and marriage.

The absence of the mother figure in the blues does not imply a rejection of motherhood as such, but rather suggests that blues women found the mainstream cult of motherhood irrelevant to the realities of their lives.34 The female figures evoked in women’s blues are independent women free of the domestic orthodoxy of the prevailing representations of womanhood through which female subjects of the era were constructed.

In 252 songs recorded by Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey, there are only four—all by Bessie Smith—that refer to marriage within a relatively neutral context or in a way that takes the marital relationship for granted. In “Poor Man’s Blues,” mention is made of the gross disparities between the economic conditions of the working man’s wife and the rich man’s wife: “Poor working man’s wife is starvin’, your wife’s livin’ like a queen.”35 In “Pinchback Blues,” advice is offered to women with respect to the foremost quality they should seek in a husband—namely, that he be a working man. Bessie Smith sings the following phrases in a way that demands she be taken seriously:


 … girls, take this tip from me

Get a workin’ man when you marry, and let all these sweet men be

……………

There’s one thing about this married life that these young girls have got to know

If a sweet man enter your front gate, turn out your lights and lock your door.36



Even though this song assumes that most women listeners will get married, it does not evoke the romantic expectations usually associated with marriage. Instead, it warns women not to enter into marriages in which they will end up supporting an exploitative man—a “sweet man” or a “pinchback.”

“Take Me for a Buggy Ride,” a popular song filled with sexual innuendo and recorded in 1933 during the very last session of Bessie Smith’s career, contains a passing uncritical reference to marriage:


Daddy, you as sweet as you can be when you take me for a buggy ride

When you set me down upon your knee and ask me to be your bride.37



Even these explicit references to marriage may be attributed to the fact that Smith was seeking ways to cross over into mainstream musical culture. She herself decided to record no blues during what would be her final recording session. She wanted to sing only popular songs, all of which were composed by the husband-and-wife team of Leola B. Wilson and Wesley “Socks” Wilson.38 Her producer, John Hammond, may also have had something to do with this decision to exclude blues songs. After a hiatus in her recording career—occasioned both by the anticipated obsolescence of the blues and the 1929 stock market crash that left the recording industry in shambles—there were obvious economic reasons for wanting to appeal to as broad an audience as possible.

The sexual allusions in these songs, along with songs recorded earlier in the thirties, have caused them to be labeled quasi-pornographic. While sexual metaphors abound in these songs, the female characters are clearly in control of their sexuality in ways that exploit neither their partners nor themselves. It is misleading, I think, to refer to songs such as “Need a Little Sugar in My Bowl” as pornographic. Nevertheless, Hammond is probably correct in his contention that, given their superficial approach to sexuality, “they do not compare with Bessie’s own material of the twenties.”39 The reference to marriage in “Take Me for a Buggy Ride” may very well be a result of Bessie Smith’s attempt to cross over into a cultural space that required her to position herself in greater ideological proximity to white audiences, while maintaining her connection with black fans. Having put together a swing accompaniment for this last session consisting of black and white musicians—Buck Washington, Jack Teagarden, Chu Berry, Frankie Newton, Billy Taylor, and Bobby Johnson, with Benny Goodman playing on one number—John Hammond certainly was expecting to see these records distributed outside the “race records” market.

Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, a pioneer on the black entertainment circuit and the person responsible for shaping women’s blues for many generations of blues women, received her title “Mother of the Blues” before she made her first recording. In the songs she recorded, the institution of monogamous marriage often was cavalierly repudiated with the kind of attitude that is usually gendered as male. “Blame It on the Blues,” for example, implicitly rejects the sexual exclusivity of marriage. Reflecting on the source of her distress, the protagonist finds that she can blame it neither on her “husband,” her “man,” nor her “lover.” The lyrics of this song—and the tragicomic way Rainey sings them—refuse to privilege marriage over non- or extramarital sexual partnerships:


Can’t blame my mother, can’t blame my dad

Can’t blame my brother for the trouble I’ve had

Can’t blame my lover that held my hand

Can’t blame my husband, can’t blame my man.40



In “Shave ’Em Dry,” a song rich in provocative sexual metaphors, Rainey sings about a woman involved with a married man.41 “When your wife comes,” she sings with unflappable seriousness, “tell her I don’t mean no harm.” And in the spoken introduction to “Gone Daddy Blues,” the woman who has left her husband for another man seems to play with the notion of convincing him to take her back:




	Unknown man:
	Who’s that knocking on that door?



	Rainey:
	It’s me, baby.



	Man:
	Me who?



	Rainey:
	Don’t you know I’m your wife?



	Man:
	What?! Wife?!



	Rainey:
	Yeah!



	Man:
	Ain’t that awful? I don’t let no woman quit me but one time.



	Rainey:
	But I just quit one li’l old time, just one time!



	Man:
	You left here with that other man, why didn’t you stay?42






“Misery Blues” is the only one of Rainey’s songs in which the woman appears truly oppressed by the expectations associated with the institution of marriage. She is singing the “misery blues” because she has allowed herself to be deceived by a man who promised to marry her, that is, to support her in the traditional patriarchal way. She expected marriage to free her from her daily toil. The husband-to-be in this song not only reneges on his promise of marriage, but absconds with all her money:


I love my brownskin, indeed I do

Folks I know used to me being a fool

I’m going to tell you what I went and done

I give him all my money just to have some fun




He told me that he loved me, loved me so

If I would marry him, I needn’t to work no mo’

Now I’m grievin’, almost dyin’

Just because I didn’t know that he was lyin’.43



While Rainey’s performance mournfully emphasizes the woman’s grief, “Misery Blues” can be construed as an “advice” song that cautions women who might similarly be deceived by the romantic expectations associated with the bourgeois, patriarchal institution of marriage.

Bessie Smith’s work poses more explicit challenges to the male dominance that ideologically inheres in this institution. In “Money Blues,” for example, the wife makes life unbearable for her husband with her incessant demands for money and high living.44 The husband, Samuel Brown, has “beer money,” but his wife demands champagne. (As is often the case, the “blues” in the title notwithstanding, this is a popular song, not a twelve-bar blues.) In “Young Woman’s Blues,” one of Smith’s own compositions, the protagonist is simply not interested in marriage. Smith’s performance of the following verse exudes a self-confident sense of female independence and unabashed embrace of sexual pleasure:


No time to marry, no time to settle down

I’m a young woman and ain’t done runnin’ ’round.



The same sentiment is definitively restated in the closing lines of the song:


I ain’t no high yella, I’m a deep killer brown

I ain’t gonna marry, ain’t gon’ settle down

I’m gon’ drink good moonshine and run these browns down

See that long lonesome road, Lord, you know it’s gotta end

And I’m a good woman and I can get plenty men.45



In what is undoubtedly the most disturbing reference to marriage in Bessie Smith’s work, the narrator of “Hateful Blues” threatens to use the butcher knife she received as a wedding present to carve up her fickle husband.46

Early women’s blues contain few uninflected references to marriage. Evocations of traditional female domesticity, whether associated with marriage or not, are equally rare. When women are portrayed as having fulfilled the domestic requirements socially expected of women in relationships with men, it is often to make the point that the women have been abused or abandoned. In Bessie Smith’s “Weeping Willow Blues,” the narrator proclaims:


Folks, I love my man, I kiss him mornin’, noon, and night

I wash his clothes and keep him clean and try to treat him right

Now he’s gone and left me after all I’ve tried to do.47



Smith sings these lines with convincing sincerity, thus debunking the notion that the fulfillment of conventional female domestic responsibilities is the basis for happiness in marriage. On the other hand, “Yes, Indeed He Do” is full of irony in its references to domesticity, implicitly criticizing the stultifying household work women are compelled to do for their men:


I don’t have to do no work except to wash his clothes

And darn his socks and press his pants and scrub the kitchen floor.48



The sardonic “Safety Mama,” another Smith composition, humorously critiques the sexual division of labor that confines women to the household. The song contains an inverted image of domesticity, in which the man is compelled by the woman to take on what are assumed to be female household chores as punishment for his sexist behavior in the relationship:


So wait awhile, I’ll show you, child, just how to treat a no-good man

Make him stay at home, wash and iron

Tell all the neighbors he done lost his mind.49



The manner in which Bessie Smith creates this musical caricature of domesticity reveals the beginnings of an oppositional attitude toward patriarchal ideology.

There are important historical reasons that romanticized images of marriage—and the permanency in personal relationships implied by this social institution—are absent from women’s blues. Normative representations of marriage as the defining goal of women’s lives blatantly contradicted black social realities during the half-century following emancipation. A poor black woman of the era who found herself deserted or rejected by a male lover was not merely experiencing private troubles; she also was caught in a complex web of historical circumstances. However smoothly a personal relationship may have been progressing, a recently emancipated black man was compelled to find work, and even if he found a job near the neighborhood where he and his partner had settled, he nevertheless might be seduced by new possibilities of travel. In search of work—and also in search of the perpetually elusive guarantees of security and happiness—men jumped freight trains and wandered from town to town, from state to state, from region to region. There were imperative economic reasons for undertaking journeys away from home, yet even when jobs were not to be found and available employment was backbreaking and poorly compensated, the very process of traveling must have generated a feeling of exhilaration and freedom in individuals whose ancestors had been chained for centuries to geographical sites dictated by slave masters.50 This impulse to travel would infect great numbers of black men as a socio-historically initiated compulsion, and would later be rendered in song in Robert Johnson’s “Hellhound on My Trail”:


I got to keep moving, I got to keep moving

Blues falling down like hail, blues falling down like hail

I can’t keep no money, hellhound on my trail

Hellhound on my trail, hellhound on my trail.51



Many of the absconding and unfaithful lovers memorialized by blues women were in pursuit of that fleeting glimpse of freedom offered by the new historical possibility of self-initiated travel. Most women, on the other hand, were denied the option of taking to the road. In his “C. & A. Blues,” Peetie Wheatstraw offered one of the many blues versions of this disparity between the male and female conditions. He portrayed the man assuaging his pain through travel and the woman assuaging hers with tears:


When a woman gets the blues, she hangs her head and cries

When a man gets the blues, he flags a freight train and rides.52



A few songs recorded by Bessie Smith—“Chicago Bound Blues” is one53—support the masculinist view of men’s and women’s divergent responses to new forms of emotional pain in the postslavery era. In general, however, blues women did not acquiesce to the idea—which appears in various forms in male country blues—that men take to the road and women resort to tears. The women who sang the blues did not typically affirm female resignation and powerlessness, nor did they accept the relegation of women to private and interior spaces.

Although women generally were not socially entitled to travel on as wide a scale as men, significantly, blues women overcame this restriction.54 Likewise, in their music, they found ways to express themselves that were at variance with the prevailing standards of femininity. Even as they may have shed tears, they found the courage to lift their heads and fight back, asserting their right to be respected not as appendages or victims of men but as truly independent human beings with vividly articulated sexual desires. Blues women provided emphatic examples of black female independence.

A significant number of songs in Gertrude “Ma” Rainey’s recorded legacy suggest ways in which the structures of gender politics in black communities deviated from those of the dominant culture. In the call-and-response tradition, many of her love- and sex-oriented songs mirror or furnish responses to songs associated with the male country blues tradition. Male blues deal with a wider range of experiences, many accumulated on the job or on the road. But those that revolve around sexuality or include observations on love relationships are not radically different from their female counterparts in the behavior they describe and the images they evoke. Contrary to prevailing assumptions, as Sandra Lieb, author of Mother of the Blues: A Study of Ma Rainey, has observed, relatively few of Rainey’s songs evoke women so incapacitated by their lover’s infidelity, desertion, or mistreatment that they are bereft of agency or driven to the brink of self-destruction. “Only thirteen of her [ninety-two recorded] songs describe a woman in abject sorrow, lying in bed and weeping for her absent man.”55 Far more typical are songs in which women explicitly celebrate their right to conduct themselves as expansively and even as undesirably as men. The protagonists in Ma Rainey’s blues often abandon their men and routinely and cavalierly threaten them, even to the point of violence.

While the overwhelming majority of Bessie Smith’s 16056 available recorded songs allude to rejection, abuse, desertion, and unfaithful lovers, the preponderant emotional stance of the singer-protagonist—also true of Ma Rainey—is far from resignation and despair. On the contrary, the most frequent stance assumed by the women in these songs is independence and assertiveness—indeed defiance—bordering on and sometimes erupting into violence. The first song Bessie Smith recorded, a cover of Alberta Hunter’s popular “Down Hearted Blues,” portrays a heartbroken woman whose love for a man was answered with mistreatment and rejection. But her bout with the blues does not result in her dejectedly “hanging her head and crying.” Smith represents this woman as proud and even contemptuous of the man who has mistreated her, accentuating, in the following lines, the woman’s self-respect:


It may be a week, it may be a month or two

It may be a week, it may be a month or two

But the day you quit me, honey, it’s comin’ home to you.57



It may be true, as Paul Garon has observed, that “[t]he blues is … a self-centered music, highly personalized, wherein the effects of everyday life are recounted in terms of the singers’ reactions.”58 At the same time, however, the blues give expression to larger considerations reflecting worldviews specific to black working-class communities. Thus, “Down Hearted Blues” does not conclude with the implicit threat made against the man who has mistreated and deserted the female protagonist. Instead, it ends with an address to men in general—a bold, perhaps implicitly feminist contestation of patriarchal rule:


I got the world in a jug, the stopper’s in my hand

I got the world in a jug, the stopper’s in my hand

I’m gonna hold it until you men come under my command.59



An equally bold challenge can be found in Ma Rainey’s wonderfully humorous “Barrel House Blues,” which celebrates women’s desires for alcohol and good times and their prerogative as the equals of men to engage in acts of infidelity:


Papa likes his sherry, mama likes her port

Papa likes to shimmy, mama likes to sport

Papa likes his bourbon, mama likes her gin

Papa likes his outside women, mama like her outside men.60



This signifying blues, in drawing parallels between male and female desire, between their similar inclinations toward intoxication, dance, and sex, launches a brazen challenge to dominant notions of women’s subordination. “Barrel House Blues” sketches a portrait of a good-time “mama” no less at ease with her body and her sexuality than her “papa.” Such glimpses of women who assert their sexual equality with men recur again and again in the work of the classic blues singers.61 Indeed, some of these fictional portraits probably reflect actual experiences of black women who traveled the professional entertainment circuits. Ma Rainey was notorious for being able to outshine any man with her amazing sexual voracity—and Bessie Smith was known for being able to trounce any man who challenged her to a drinking duel.

In Gertrude “Ma” Rainey’s and Bessie Smith’s times, women’s blues bore witness to the
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