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Barbara Lynn at the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival, 1977. Photo by Chris Strachwitz, courtesy of the Arhoolie Foundation.






Frontispiece

[image: ]
Stevie Nicks and Christine McVie by Jess Rotter

Halftone stars © Md/stock.adobe.com.






Contents

Cover

Title Page

Frontispiece

Introduction by Ann Powers

Tradition Bearers and Breakers

Warriors

Teenage Kicks

Listen to Your Body

Live

Scream Queens

Shredders

Shape-Shifters

Storytellers

Empaths

Sweet Inspiration

Afterword by Marissa Lorusso

The 150 Greatest Albums Made by Women (2017)

The 200 Greatest Songs By 21st–Century Women+ (2018)

Turning the Tables Contributors, 2017–2023

About the Contributors

Copyright

About the Publisher




Introduction

by Ann Powers
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Mexican American guitarist Lydia Mendoza was a star on both sides of the border in the 1930s and ’40s. Lydia Mendoza in San Antonio, Texas, 1975. Photo by Chris Strachwitz, courtesy of the Arhoolie Foundation.



What will it take for women in music to get their due? More to the point: Why do we keep having to ask that question? Since the days when the shouts and moans of the blues queens defined recorded music (and before that, but that’s where this story begins), women have been musical pathfinders, innovators, and standard-bearers. Yet they have perpetually been treated as novelties, shiny and sweet but insubstantial, not truly essential to anything. So many women have tried to correct this error—as artists, historians, and fans, shouting “women matter” from the rooftops—only to be forgotten or actively erased. It’s a cycle that needs to be broken. Women cannot only be appreciated as the Next Big Thing. They are fundamental, and always have been.

I’d spent many years working to help correct the record, only to see the old prejudices reinscribed. By 2015 I knew something serious would have to be done. That year, Jill Sternheimer, Alison Fensterstock, and I started a conversation while drinking beers in plastic cups one night in New Orleans. We’d met up to attend the Ponderosa Stomp, an occasional festival devoted to obscure elders from the golden age of garage rock and undercover soul. We regularly go to such retrospectives, which are now common, since writing music’s genealogy is a major form of fandom and entrepreneurship: tribute shows, streaming documentaries, career-spanning playlists, and books like the one you’re holding now. Jill, in fact, often organizes such events at Lincoln Center Out of Doors, where she has served as the director of public programs. Alison has curated music retrospectives for museums and for magazines, and in my writing I often focus on history, too, trying to tease out how artists’ legacies form and expand or contract over time.

That summer night, we’d just seen the guitar player Barbara Lynn—then seventy-five years old—barrel and slide her way through a dazzling set of her R&B classics. Lynn was one of the genre’s most elegantly fierce instrumentalists, yet she is hardly remembered now—and when she is invoked, it’s as a novelty, that rare lady with an ax.

Why, we wondered together, doesn’t Lynn get her due? We came to the obvious and oft-stated conclusion: that the general history of popular music is told through the great works of men, and that without a serious revision of the canon, women will always remain on the margins.

That night we asked ourselves: What can we do to stop the cycle? The answer: we developed a multiplatform series called Turning the Tables. Its very name contains the acknowledgment that the erasure or marginalization of women in music is cyclical, that it has happened again and again despite generations of feminists trying to stop it, and that a serious reset would be needed to make women visible and audible at the center of an art form where, without being fully acknowledged, they have always played a crucial role.

Turntables spin and a record plays out, as if it can sound only one way. But hip hop has taught us that the sound can change if a DJ puts her hand on an album and scratches. To turn the tables in music history, that kind of touch is necessary. Make a mark and ensure that it’s heard, discussed, recorded. Change the way people think about the sounds and stories they’ve taken for granted. Redirect the music history; trouble its groove. Turning the Tables doesn’t just put women and other marginalized people at the center of the narrative—it changes the tale.

In the months and years after that night that we watched Barbara Lynn rule on guitar, a group of women and nonbinary folk—writers, scholars, and other creative thinkers across the spectrum of popular music—expanded from three to nearly a hundred collaborators crafting the Turning the Tables project, including the live shows presented by NPR Music in partnership with Lincoln Center. With NPR Music’s Marissa Lorusso, Paula Mejia, and Jacob Ganz added to the core team, we first produced an online list of “The 150 Greatest Albums Made by Women,” focusing on what we determined was the album era—the early 1960s to what was then the present, 2016, when Beyoncé made Lemonade. You can find that list at the end of this book, and commentary about some of the albums is included throughout each chapter, denoted with a record icon.

That list went viral because it was different from what had come before: it asked music fans to think about that era as belonging not to the Beatles and Bob Dylan and Prince (with the Ronettes and Joni Mitchell and Madonna clinging to some ever-so-slightly second tier), but as wholly defined by women’s work.
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The following year we created a playlist for the twenty-first century, two hundred songs that put aside Outkast’s “Hey Ya!” and LCD Soundsystem’s “Losing My Edge” in favor of M.I.A.’s “Paper Planes” and Adele’s “Rolling in the Deep.” We also declared Rihanna the most influential artist of the new epoch. (You can see this list in The 200 Greatest Songs by 21st-Century Women+ (2018) section and other material from that season in these pages, too, denoted by music notes.) The following years saw us going deep on the women who invented twentieth-century music, from Bessie Smith to Celia Cruz, and considering the Indigo Girls as progenitors of queer pop fandom, Roberta Flack as a genius, Paramore’s Hayley Williams as the embodiment of rock and roll liberation, and Tracy Chapman as an agent of queer awakening.

Seven seasons, many different approaches. Our team changed, and we continually expanded our roster of collaborators and advisors. What connects each iteration of Turning the Tables is a commitment to not merely reinsert women into already established hierarchies, but to reimagine those edifices when women define their foundations. This mission required—and allowed!—us to seek out others doing similar work across the spectrum of music writing, including critics who’ve emerged as leaders in a new era when women top mastheads and Black feminist scholars are building new bookshelves that look quite different from the ones available to me when I started my writing career more than thirty years ago. My greatest source of pride in this project is the virtual community we’ve built by placing vital current voices in dialogue with other voices uncovered from the archives.
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New York women rappers in the late 1980s. From left, top row: Sparky D, Sweet Tee, Yvette Money, and Ms. Melodie; middle row: Millie Jackson, MC Peaches, and unidentified; bottom row: Unidentified, Roxanne Shante, MC Lyte, and Synquis. Group portrait of various female hip hop groups and performers, New York, New York, late 1980s. Photo by Janette Beckman/Getty Images.



In these pages, which expand the parameters of Turning the Tables to include excerpts from NPR’s vast audio and digital library, you will learn how journalists, scholars, lyric essayists, and musicians themselves are all contributing to a sea change in popular music’s present and our understanding of its past.

I want to believe this shift is permanent. When we founded Turning the Tables, I wasn’t so sure. See, I’d been there before. As a fledgling music scribe in high school, I got my big break writing for the Seattle music monthly The Rocket—and was promptly assigned to the girls’ beat, interviewing breakthrough stars like Joan Jett and the Go-Go’s Jane Wiedlin about whether their gender hurt or helped in the boys’ game of rock and roll. (The answer then usually added up to, “I don’t wanna talk about it.”)

I published my first official overview of “women in rock” in 1989 in San Francisco’s alternative newspaper the SF Weekly; illustrated with a graphic that collaged together Debbie Harry’s face and Madonna’s, it showed me arguing that Madge’s ascendancy might be as important as Patti Smith’s had been more than a decade before. But the jury was still out.

By 1995 I’d been to grad school, moved to New York, and made the connection between the theory I read in my seminars, which taught me how perniciously embedded sexism is in the patterns of language itself, and the routine sexism I encountered in the supposedly progressive world of “alternative” rock, soul, and hip hop.

Through her own writing, my friend and colleague Evelyn McDonnell initiated a confrontation with that deep misogyny that resulted in the anthology we co-edited in 1995, Rock She Wrote: Women Write About Rock, Pop, and Rap. It was the first-ever collection of music writing by women alone. During that decade and beyond it, my fellow women music writers and I often joked that every year was dubbed “the year of women in rock (or hip hop or pop)”—a disruption of music’s natural male-dominated order that might signal a new dawn, but which more likely wouldn’t last.

Even as more anthologies and films and panels and compilations have been issued to show how vital the work of musicians who are not cishet men remains, it’s been very hard to shake the idea that the place of women, nonbinary people, and trans people in music is provisional. Sure, another book about women in music hits the shelves (to paraphrase the great Kathleen Hanna, who decried the sexism of turning women into a trend in the Julie Ruin song “Crochet”). Does it change anything?

If you are a woman, queer, or nonbinary musician, or one who works in the music biz, or simply love music with all your heart, you’ve probably asked this question. If you identify as male but care about equity and justice in music, you likely have, too.

* * *

Here’s a scene from Joni Mitchell’s days in Laurel Canyon, where she first became a rock star. Mitchell was working with David Crosby on her first, self-titled album, and they’d frequently attend parties at the houses of friends like Cass Elliot or the screenwriter Carl Gottlieb. Gottlieb later told music historian Barney Hoskyns that Crosby would have Mitchell wait in another room after they arrived. During a lull in the conversation he’d tell the crowd that he wanted to introduce someone. Mitchell would emerge, play a few songs, and retreat. “She goes back upstairs, and we all sit around and look at each other and say, ‘What was that? Did we hallucinate it?’” Gottlieb said.

There were women at these parties, but most of the rising stars gathered in those jacaranda-filled backyards were men. Some soon became Mitchell’s collaborators, some lovers—Graham Nash, James Taylor, Jackson Browne. They heard in Mitchell something they hadn’t heard before: her unique guitar tunings, turning folk music toward jazz; her lyrics, often sharper in detail and riskier emotionally than their own. She really was an exception, the genius whose Blue, inspired by this period of her life and issued in 1971, topped the first Turning the Tables list. But there’s also something off and sadly typical about this scene. In it, the female musician is a dream, a surprise, and a disruptor. She can claim the center of attention, but her rightful point of origin, and the place to which she returns, is a margin.

Now consider another scene, this one presented by the literary scholars Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar in their 1979 study The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Imagination. They recognized that women had, for a century, been reading an alternate history of literature into existence, a “canon that lived in the mind of every femme moyenne intellectuelle who spent her girlhood avidly devouring the classics of female imagination produced by Austen and the Brontës, Mary Shelley and George Eliot, and yes, if the girl liked poetry, Emily Dickinson.”

Gilbert and Gubar’s scenario of women trading worn paperbacks back and forth and having long discussions about Pride and Prejudice in comparison to Wuthering Heights doesn’t isolate any one female writer as exceptional; instead, it places them in dialogue across time and space, changing the idea of what great literature can be. Feminists then created a new canon of women’s literature, in books like the 1985 landmark Norton Anthology of Literature by Women, which changed the game. More books by women were taught in college courses. Some titles lost to time, like Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, were rediscovered. Arguments about these new canons ensued, and resulted in more change, including greater acknowledgment of women of color and women writing beyond North America. The changes stuck. A 2011 study found a direct correlation between the publication of the anthology and greater gender balance among authors considered central to world literature in general.

Despite the quantifiable effects of such work within the world of books, canon-making remains a fraught activity. The timeless aura that envelops anything called “classic” or even “best” arises in tension with the human work of placing art in that category, which is always connected to the particular time, place, and people affixing the gold star. When we launched Turning the Tables, we felt that our maverick attitude and our focus on the marginalized, overlooked, and undersung inherently solved that problem for us. In fact, that wasn’t true.

From the moment we published that first list, we could see how it instantly froze in time; we slapped our foreheads, realizing just how many crucial voices we’d forgotten. We wanted to create a canon that lived and breathed, but we took years to really figure out how to do that. Facing the biases of a predominantly white original crew, expanding our contributors and really listening to them, confronting our errors in judgment, and trying out different formats—the essay, the podcast, the live performance, the video—made our series more like music-making itself, an activity that can be recorded but that exists most vitally in real time. In fact, as Turning the Tables continues to transform, we’re still trying to make it as dynamic as possible.

This book inaugurates a new phase in our ongoing mission of infusing canon-making with life and, keeping it expansive, of imagining music history as a huge continuing conversation rather than as something solid, like a monument. It incorporates material from every Turning the Tables season and ranges far beyond that base to represent more than fifty years of NPR’s coverage of women in popular music.

We did a deep dive into the NPR archives, finding rare gems pulled from on-air interviews, ranging from Joan Baez talking in 1971 about nonviolence as a musical principle to Patti Smith in 1976 describing the empowering effect of live performance to Nina Simone in 2001 explaining how she developed the edge in her voice as a tool against racism. We also sought out excerpts from other NPR projects that share the Turning the Tables spirit of challenging preconceptions and heralding the undersung, including Alt.Latino, the legendary vertical dedicated to pan-Latin music and culture and hosted by Anamaria Sayre and Felix Contreras; The South Got Something to Say, an epic survey of Southern hip hop edited by Briana Younger; and Louder Than a Riot, the groundbreaking podcast hosted by Sidney Madden and Rodney Carmichael.

Women musicians, as the chapter headings declare, are warriors, empaths, tradition bearers, and rebel scream queens. They are mothers, workers, technical wizards, and careful crafters. Nonbinary, gender-fluid, and trans musicians are all of these things, and lately also too often the bearers of the fears and misconceptions of a culture not catching up with itself quickly enough.

Readers will also learn much about how music is made and how musical lives are maintained. Women musicians are, after all, people, and while gendered definitions put them in certain positions, much of what they do involves their humanity beyond such categories.

That’s one reason, I think, why so many musicians resist talking about themselves as women; too often, the discussion becomes exclusionary and unbalanced, with the aspects of their lives that are clearly tied to gendered experiences (like motherhood, sexual objectification and the beauty myth, or enduring and combatting sexism) blotting out equally or more important ones (like becoming skilled at playing an instrument, learning how to write, or navigating the dirty toilets and bad food of road life).

The very idea of “women in” music has shifted in the years that Turning the Tables has existed. Thinkers in the age of Black Lives Matter have made the phrase “intersectional,” originated by the legal theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw and grounded in the crucial work of the feminist Combahee River Collective, central in discussions of power and identity. Intersectional thinkers demand the acknowledgment that the inseparable dynamics of racism, sexism, and homophobia (among other forces) form the systems that elevate some while denigrating others. Within music history, that has meant many things: that white women have sometimes been allowed into “boys’ clubs” that would have never allowed in BIPOC women; that queer women and nonbinary or trans people have felt the need to hide their sexuality and gender in order to find any level of success; that Black women’s innovations have been stolen and uncredited by white women as often as by men.

Turning the Tables has unfolded alongside—interwoven with—these crucial discussions. At the same time, mainstream pop has entered a period dominated by women—two, at least, the megastars Taylor Swift and Beyoncé. We have asked ourselves, at times, if our ultimate goal should be to help render our own project obsolete. Can we genuinely imagine a world in which a phrase like “women in music” would earn only blank stares? If that day comes, humanity will move in different ways; melodies and rhythms and vocal tones and fuzzed-out electronics may hit our ears differently, adding up to stories we can only half-imagine now. I actually think this is happening, right now. I still believe in the value of history, though—in the voices that echo forward from the past, and in those current and future artists who call back to those forebears; and in the one long song that is human experience, full of dissonance and breaks, bursts of cacophony and rhapsodic harmonies, crescendos that threaten to break the eardrum, and hushed passages that require the utmost attention to comprehend. I believe in trying to hear every note that matters. And that means every note.
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Tradition Bearers and Breakers

This is where Turning the Tables begins, with the mothers of rock and roll and the innovators who both echo and interrogate them now, showing that preservation is sometimes a demonstration of love—and sometimes an act of protest. The roots are very much alive, and still talking to the leaves.

How Bessie Smith Influenced a Century of Popular Music

Singer Bessie Smith’s recording career lasted only ten years, but during that time she created a body of work that helped shape the sound of the twentieth century. Her first single, “Downhearted Blues”—written by two women, pianist Lovie Austin and blues singer Alberta Hunter—was a major hit in 1923, selling hundreds of thousands of copies and helping her label, Columbia Records, out of a financial slump. With her subsequent recordings, Smith was one of the artists who propelled the fledgling “race records” market of music targeted to Black audiences that had launched a few years earlier in 1920 with Mamie Smith’s hit “Crazy Blues.”
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Bessie Smith in 1936. Photo by Carl Van Vechten, courtesy of the James Weldon Johnson Collection in the Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. © Carl Van Vechten Trust.



Through the rest of the 1920s, Bessie Smith became one of the earliest stars of recorded music and a leading figure of what came to be called classic blues, a genre dominated by African American women. She was the highest-paid African American artist working in music and the first African American superstar. Bessie Smith’s sound and her attitude, rooted in a distant era, are with us in the twenty-first century.

In that first hit record, “Downhearted Blues,” you can still hear what won the hearts of her audiences. Smith sings about “being crazy about a man” who mistreated her and broke her heart. What sets the song apart is the attitude she assumes as she tells her story. In the opening lines she confronts the simple, terrible fact that “it’s hard to love someone when that someone don’t love you” and the pain that situation causes. But she also makes a commitment to avoid this kind of agony in the future. “The next man I get,” she sings in a subsequent stanza, “has got to promise to be mine, all mine.” The song’s final lines express a confidence that suggests she might succeed in doing so:

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

By the time she became the bona fide superstar whose influence earned her the nickname “the Empress of the Blues,” Smith had been a singer for decades. Orphaned by age nine and raised by older siblings, Smith sang for spare change on the street corners of her hometown of Chattanooga, Tennessee, and went out on the road when she was sixteen. She learned how to hold the attention of an audience in the makeshift rural venues and city theaters where touring Black artists performed throughout the South in the early twentieth century. An all-around entertainer, she developed an act that consisted of songs, dances, jokes, and sketches.

Her onstage costumes of gowns, wigs, plumes, and elaborate headdresses communicated glamour and wealth, and she carried herself with a regal bearing that fit her nickname. But Smith’s singing voice, of course, is the element that remains, the element that made her a legend. When Smith rendered a song, she tapped into her experiences of the hardships of poverty, racism, sexism, and, above all, the ups and downs of love. This gave her a down-to-earth quality that made it easy for her Black, working-class audience to connect with her. Whether she was singing the “Empty Bed Blues (Parts 1 and 2)” (1928), a ribald and humorous meditation on the sexual prowess of a lover, or expressing the terrifying experience of a flood in “Backwater Blues” (1927), Smith’s authoritative delivery conveyed an authenticity that suggested she had actually lived through the things she sang about. She made prodigious use of her skills as vocalist, actress, and comedian to develop convincing and compelling performances, live and on record.

Decades before hip-hop artists rapped about the vicissitudes of Black working-class life, Smith sang about the everyday reality of wanting to live life to its fullest as a young, Black, poor woman—a category of person that the mainstream of America ignored with impunity, but a category that Smith insisted was important. Her voice reverberates with the tone and color of the South, and her lyrics, peppered with colloquialisms and turns of phrase associated with Black English, brought a distinctive perspective into the public conversation at a time when Black voices and Black experiences barely registered there. By singing about Black lives with care and conviction, Smith advanced the revolutionary idea that Black lives mattered—and specifically, that Black women’s lives mattered.

To hear Smith’s genius and to begin to understand the power of the blues, we need to slow down and adjust to her tempo so we can appreciate the skill with which she makes her vocal choices. Working within the framework of the blues, she varies her inflection and phrasing to convey an idea or a feeling. She stretches a note to emphasize a word, sings with varying degrees of roughness, or hits a high note at an unexpected moment to make us pay attention to her point. She stresses certain words while cutting others short; she deviates from the expected melody, offering an element of surprise. Smith teases meaning out of her lyrics, even the pedestrian ones, imbuing them with significance and using them to express her own unique personality and attitude. By turns Smith sounds confident, assertive, vulnerable, self-possessed, independent, and complex. The appeal of this persona and the vocal approaches that created it were powerful. Smith’s artistry, communicative power, and public appeal anticipate that of Beyoncé, a singer whose capacity to articulate the longings, frustrations, and passions of African American women with tremendous vocal dexterity and onstage polish are a latter-day manifestation of the Empress of the Blues.

With their focus on intimate relationships, there’s a timeless quality to many blues songs, but much of the material recorded in the 1920s was emphatically modern, responding to seismic cultural shifts. These were songs about and for women who were experiencing migration—either moving from rural Southern areas to Southern towns or Northern cities or experiencing the movement of those around them. The departures of lovers and the comings and goings of trains are frequent themes. In some cases Smith offers advice: “Pinchback Blues” (1924), a song that warns women about avoiding entanglements with good-looking, no-account men, opens with Smith’s spoken word introduction, “Girls, I wanna tell you about these sweet men.” At a time when American women of all races and classes were enjoying a considerable degree of personal freedom and mobility, this type of caution was an apt response to the rise of modernity associated with the Jazz Age. Migration brought Black women from the countryside to bustling cities where, earning their own money and often free from the surveillance of their families, they could experiment socially and sexually. Smith reminds her listeners to do so with their eyes open. Her catalog also includes observations about contemporary social inequities. In “Washwoman Blues” (1928), Smith sings about the day-to-day drudgery of being a laundress, about wishing for another option—working as a cook would be better, she sings, because she “could eat aplenty.” In “Poor Man’s Blues” (1928), a song she wrote, she addresses “Mr. Rich Man” and attacks him for being willfully ignorant of the way poor people live: “The working man’s wife is starving, your wife is living like a queen,” she assails. Smith’s songs take seriously the psychic pain of being left by a lover, the urgent desire for sexual attention, and the brutal reality of poverty. Usually, Smith’s protagonists demonstrate strength and independence; they are willing to seek other options, even when they don’t seem easily available.

Smith’s legacy began to take shape during her lifetime, and her sound has influenced some of the most prominent vocalists who followed in her wake. Smith made her final recordings in 1933 with producer John Hammond; three days later, working with Hammond in the same studio, Billie Holiday cut her first record. Over the course of her storied career, Holiday paid tribute to Smith; cited her as a formative influence; recorded “’Taint Nobody’s Bizness If I Do,” a song associated with Smith; and, most important, adopted Smith’s approach to excavating and expressing the meaning of the lyrics she sang through ingenious choices of phrasing and inflection. The Depression and the growing preference for the swinging music of big bands and vocalists like Holiday made the sound of the classic blues women seem passé by the early 1930s, but the sound of Smith’s resonant voice and her confident attitude reverberate in the popular music of the twentieth century, exerting a lasting impact on the vocalists who came after her.

When gospel great Mahalia Jackson was a child, she learned to sing by listening to Smith’s records, and as a teenager she sang Smith’s 1925 hit “St. Louis Blues” at church socials. In 1958, the release of Dinah Washington Sings Bessie Smith and LaVern Baker Sings Bessie Smith indicated a continued interest in the Empress of the Blues two decades after her death. Washington, one of the leading lights of vocal music during the 1950s, and Baker, the first queen of rock and roll, located themselves in a musical lineage that Smith launched. So did Big Mama Thornton, a blues shouter who had been billed as “Bessie Smith’s Younger Sister” on occasion during her touring years in the 1940s. She carried the imprint of Smith to white rock and rollers Elvis Presley, who covered Thornton’s “Hound Dog” in 1956, and Janis Joplin, who covered Thornton’s “Ball ’n’ Chain” in 1968. In 1970, Joplin acknowledged her debt to Smith by contributing money to purchase a headstone for Smith’s grave, which had been unmarked since her burial in 1937. Also in 1970, Columbia Records started the process of reissuing the 160 sides that Smith had recorded over the course of her career; the multivolume set affirmed her significance with the auspicious title Bessie Smith: The World’s Greatest Blues Singer.

Even as the sound of popular music drifted away from the blues, Smith’s persona, subject matter, forceful vocals, and fierce attitude were a presence on recordings released by succeeding generations of musicians. This was especially clear in the 1980s and 1990s, when women of the hip-hop nation such as Queen Latifah, Salt-N-Pepa, and TLC showed themselves to be inheritors of Smith’s tradition. Their uncompromising attitude and their emphasis on chronicling the everyday aspects of Black working-class life offered updated versions of the blues spirit. It is no accident that Queen Latifah, who started the rap on her 1993 track “U.N.I.T.Y.” by calling out men who disrespected Black women with the confrontational question “Who you calling a ‘bitch’?,” was tapped to portray Smith in Dee Rees’s 2015 biopic Bessie. Queen Latifah’s insistence on respect, her majestic demeanor, and the reference to royalty in her stage name connect her to Smith, the first queen of African American popular music. Salt-N-Pepa’s “Let’s Talk About Sex” and TLC’s “Ain’t 2 Proud 2 Beg,” both released in 1991, opened up musical conversations about sexuality in relation to emotional fulfillment, physical pleasure, and sexual health. While the forthright approach of these songs and their direct address to women were in the mode of Smith’s songs about the pursuit of sexual pleasure (“Nobody in Town Can Bake a Sweet Jelly Roll Like Mine” [1923] and “I’m Wild About That Thing” [1929], for example), they were also very much of their time: the exhortations to insist that male sexual partners use condoms were a response to the AIDS epidemic and part of “safe sex” campaigns that were coming into the mainstream but still controversial. Like Smith in the 1920s, these latter-day artists made the many dimensions of sexual intimacy part of a public conversation.

Nearly a century after Smith started her career as a recording artist, we can take for granted the presence of female singers who are at home laying claim to their needs—romantic and otherwise—and taking their voices to their limits without apology. The roots of these forthright articulations of womanhood were first sounded in the music of the classic blues women, and all of us—the singers and those of us who take pleasure in listening to them—owe a debt to Bessie Smith, the Empress of the Blues, the woman who, with a gorgeous, powerful voice, boldly sang the blues.

—Maureen Mahon, Turning the Tables, Season 3, “Eight Women Who Invented American Popular Music,” 2019 (excerpt)
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11. Coat of Many Colors

Dolly Parton (RCA RECORDS, 1971)

For most of Dolly Parton’s performing career, it’s been impossible to separate the sequins and spangles of her outsize image from her humble, hardscrabble mountain roots, so intertwined are the two in the persona she’s presented. Her 1971 album Coat of Many Colors was a formative moment both in the way it helped establish her artistic self-sufficiency—no longer viewed simply as TV star Porter Wagoner’s “girl singer,” she was making her mark on the country charts as a standalone singer-songwriter—and in how it sketched the contours of her enduring narrative. It’s hard to overstate the importance of the self-penned title track; through the lens of plainspoken reflection, Parton’s lilting folk-country ballad wove together a touching account of her mother’s Appalachian ingenuity and her own alternative vision of beauty and glamour, grounding both in a homespun yet nonetheless aspirational ethic that would frame her music forever after. Released during a fruitful period in country’s autobiographical storytelling tradition, during which peers like Loretta Lynn and hit songwriter Tom T. Hall were also doing important work, the song is one of the reasons that Parton came to be recognized as the tradition’s archetype. With the remainder of the album, mostly written by her with a few Wagoner compositions thrown in, she laid out more of her musical template: her supple modernizing of ancient-sounding folk’s gothic, modal melodies and pastoral sentimentality; her fabulously knowing backwoods wit; her amplifying of emotions shaken loose by adult heartbreak; her openness to pop’s buoyancy. She was, it would become clear, a splashy, savvy, broadly appealing complete package like neither the country nor pop worlds had seen.

—Jewly Hight, WNXP, Turning the Tables, “The 150 Greatest Albums Made by Women,” 2017



Dolly Parton

That country way

“‘Coat of Many Colors’ is a true story that actually happened, and that happens to be my favorite song. There’s just something about that song, it takes me back to home, it reminds me of the kind of parents I had, and just that country way. And it’s got the spirituality and it’s got the family in it, and so that’s very personal to me, that song.”

—Morning Edition with Bob Edwards, 2002
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Dolly Parton at Symphony Hall, Boston, MA, 1972. Photo by Henry Horenstein.
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89. Come On Over

Shania Twain (MERCURY RECORDS, 1997)

Whether you love or hate today’s mainstream country, you gotta give it up to Shania Twain for inventing its urbane sensibility and much of its forward-thinking sound. Her blend of country and pop, including big rock drums and dance-music synthesizers, revolutionized the genre—but only because her songs and delivery made those innovations feel right to country listeners. Instead of a nostalgically wistful cowboy in a turquoise belt buckle and ten-gallon hat, here was a modern woman in leopard-skin prints and pumps that she kicked off after a hard day conquering the workplace (which, in Twain’s case, was the recording studio—she deserves credit as a true collaborator there with her then-husband, producer Robert “Mutt” Lange). Twain provided the worldview that made her and Lange’s sonic innovations work in a tradition-minded genre. Her songs are about equality in marriage (her “9 to 5” update “Honey, I’m Home”), femininity that was never passive (“Men’s shirts, short skirts, oh, really go wild,” she sang in “Man! I Feel Like a Woman!,” perfecting the Southern gal-on-a-bender trope that persists throughout country to this day), and mutually satisfying sex (“If You Wanna Touch Her, Ask!,” she sang, lending her trademark positivity to the feminist idea of consent). With Come On Over, Twain’s third album, she and Lange got her balance of home truths and forward thinking totally right—and shipped forty million copies worldwide, making this the bestselling country album of all time.

—Ann Powers, NPR Music, Turning the Tables, “The 150 Greatest Albums Made by Women,” 2017



Linda Ronstadt

Some people don’t realize who they’re talking to

The ’70s chart-topping country rocker looks back on her long and diverse career.

“The singer who had the most influence on my singing style was Lola Beltrán, who is sort of the Piaf of Mexico. You know, Mexican culture is often so taken for granted, it’s sort of invisible in the United States—it’s hard to get through that screen. It wasn’t anything that I hid, but it was not as acknowledged as whatever else they were acknowledging. My vocal style is very influenced by Mexican singing—it’s a belt style. I wasn’t influenced by blues or [the] Black church as much as most rock and roll people were. I was much more influenced by Mexican music singers and rhythms.

“I grew up in the Sonoran Desert, which is an area that exists on both sides of the border. In fact, my family was in that part of the world before this was a country, so to say that we’re newcomers is a bit of a stretch. Even here in California, my family came here in ’70, ’69. So, you know, I resent anybody saying, ‘Go back where you came from.’ It’s been easier for me because I’m light-skinned and I have a German surname, so I’m sort of a secret Mexican American. Some people don’t realize who they’re talking to, and they start making racist remarks. That happened to my father, too. He’d be at a cocktail party and somebody would start saying, ‘These Mexicans that come in here . . .,’ or some ethnic slur. It’s not a good thing to do to my dad.”

—Weekend Edition with Lulu Garcia-Navarro, 2020





Jennifer Lopez

The Bronx shaped who I was

“[The Bronx] really just informed and shaped who I was, walking those streets every day. Even the flavor of growing up in the hip-hop era there. The food that we ate, everything. All the traditions and the culture of growing up there, and with my family, formed and shaped who I am today. And I carry all of those sensibilities with me. . . . Growing up in the Bronx, I heard hip-hop music on the same street as you heard Latin rhythms, you know, and salsa, merengue. And you also heard pop music and R&B, and it was such a melting pot. It was such a mix of things going on. And even today, all of those influences are still there.”

—Weekend Edition with Lynn Neary, 2014
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118. I Feel for You

Chaka Khan (WARNER BROS., 1984)

In the 1970s, Chaka Khan was the darling of funk as a central member of the Chicago band Rufus. But I Feel for You, Khan’s first official album, released in 1984, had her standing front and center with zero distractions. (Rufus dissolved in 1983.) By that time, rhythm & blues had been largely overtaken by high-tech production tools that bent and reshaped traditional vocals and instruments, transforming them into something entirely new. That fresh landscape became the foundation for Khan’s I Feel for You, a quintessential example of Black ’80s pop. The album’s title track was originally written and performed by Prince as a ballad in 1979. But Khan, along with Stevie Wonder on chromatic harmonica and Grandmaster Melle Mel and his “Ch-ch-ch-chaka-chaka-chaka Khan” intro, turned the song into an energetic marriage of hip hop and new-school soul that shot to number one on the Billboard R&B singles chart. Khan’s impact on hip hop would later be felt via one of rap’s leading men, Kanye West, who used I Feel for You’s standout ballad, “Through the Fire,” as the base of his debut single “Through the Wire.” This song would eventually become the blueprint of West’s sample-heavy production style, which inspired scores of producers that came after him.

—Kiana Fitzgerald, Turning the Tables, “The 150 Greatest Albums Made by Women,” 2017



Chaka Khan

Funk is the mixture of blue and red

“I think funk is uniquely American Black music. Its mother was the music that the slaves sang when they came from the motherland, and thus came gospel. I think that mix of gospel and jazz and blues, it’s probably what funk is. In my mind, when I sing it, I don’t know what it is. You know—let’s say that funk is the mixture of the color blue and red.”

—Tell Me More with Michel Martin, 2007







Willie Mae Thornton, Architect of Rock ’n’ Roll

“I can’t sing like anyone [else],” Willie Mae Thornton once said. “I have to do it my own way.”

She told a New York City audience at the Museum of Modern Art in July 1971, “This is my own kind of soul.”

Then, after a performance of her only chart hit, “Hound Dog,” from eighteen years earlier, she forcefully evicted her drummer, replacing him behind the kit, for her country-Westernish “Swing on Home, Big Mama.”

Thornton always did it her way, supporting herself as a working musician from the age of fourteen until she died at fifty-seven in 1984. “My singing comes from my own experience,” she said. “I never had no one teach me nothin’. I never went to school for music or nothin’, I taught myself to sing and to blow harmonica and even to play drums by watching other people. I can’t read music, but I know what I’m singing. I don’t sing like nobody but myself.” She prided herself on taking someone else’s song and turning it into her own inimitable style, her voice a magnificent instrument. Over her career, she also wrote nearly two dozen songs of her own.

A criminally unacknowledged architect of rock and roll, Thornton boasted a broad musical palette: she sang and recorded blues, R&B, country-soul, rock, funk, and gospel. Beginning in the ’60s, Thornton donned clothing then considered transgressive for women performers—ditching her dresses for trousers with pockets for her harmonica, a jaunty porkpie or cowboy hat, and sometimes a three-piece suit. But she never discussed gender identity or sexual orientation. Her private life stayed private.

[image: ]
Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton, at the American Folk Blues Festival, October 1965. Photo by Chris Strachwitz, courtesy of the Arhoolie Foundation.



Willie Mae Thornton was born in rural Ariton, Alabama, about seventy miles from Montgomery, on December 11, 1926. She and her six brothers were the children of a Baptist preacher and “a Christian hardworking woman [who] sang Christian songs,” as Thornton told Arhoolie records founder, Chris Strachwitz, who would release her music in the ’60s, in an interview. But Thornton was inspired by the Empress of the Blues, Bessie Smith, later saying, “When I was coming up, listening to Bessie Smith and all, they sung from their heart and soul and expressed themselves.”

Thornton was twelve when her mother died in 1939; soon after, she went to work in a Montgomery saloon, cleaning floors and spittoons. At fourteen, she sang publicly for the first time when the barroom entertainer didn’t show up. Thornton then auditioned and won a spot in the Atlanta-based Sammy Green’s Hot Harlem Revue. As one of the youngest members of the traveling troupe, she learned stage presence from the cast of singers, musicians, comedians, and dancers. She also picked up drums and harmonica. Her powerful vocals wowed audiences, and soon she was billed as “the New Bessie Smith,” sometimes advertised as “Bessie Smith’s little sister.” Another influence was Memphis Minnie, whose “Me and My Chauffeur Blues” became part of Thornton’s repertoire.

After seven years on the road, Thornton quit the revue after a stop in Houston, Texas. There, in 1948, she hired on at the Eldorado Ballroom. With the Harlem Stars, she cut her first record in 1950 for the tiny E&W label—“All Right Baby,” a jump blues she wrote herself.

In 1951, Thornton signed with Peacock Records founder Don Robey, who ruled the local Black entertainment scene with an iron fist. Robey connected her with his client Johnny Otis, a Los Angeles bandleader who “liked the way I performed onstage,” Thornton later said. At a stop with Otis’s revue at New York’s Apollo Theater, in 1952, theater manager Frank Schiffman added “Big Mama” to her name, referencing “her physical size and the magnitude of her voice,” according to musicologist and NYU professor Maureen Mahon, in “Listening for Willie Mae ‘Big Mama’ Thornton’s Voice” (Women and Music, 2011). Thornton would take ownership of her stage name on the 1954 track “They Call Me Big Mama.”

On August 13, 1952, Thornton entered Radio Recorders in Los Angeles with Johnny Otis and his Louisiana-born guitarist Pete Lewis. Also in attendance: nineteen-year-old songwriting team Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, who’d penned tunes for the Otis revue’s “Little Esther” Phillips. Otis requested a number for Thornton, and the day before the session, the duo came up with “Hound Dog,” a bluesy song about a no-good gigolo sponging off his lover, who gets fed up and kicks him out.

Thornton took the song by the throat—howling, growling, and demanding, “Wag your tail!” Between Thornton’s raunchy vocals and Lewis’s propulsive guitar sound, the track inarguably set the blueprint for rock and roll.

With “Hound Dog” in the can, according to Thornton, “Don Robey put it on the shelf, and I went back on the road.” Then while gigging with Peacock label mate Johnny Ace in Dayton, Ohio, in February 1953, her life changed forever, Thornton later recalled. She “turned the radio on in the car,” en route to the venue, “and the man said, ‘Here’s a record that’s going nationwide! “Hound Dog” by Willie Mae Thornton!’”

At age twenty-six, after twelve years on the road, Thornton was a star. “Hound Dog” stayed on the R&B charts for fourteen weeks; on March 28, 1953, it hit No. 1, where it resided for nearly two months. It eventually sold two million copies, but Thornton only “got one check for $500,” she said, “and I never saw another.”

“Hound Dog” appeared on her aptly titled 1954 Peacock album I Smell a Rat. Thornton recorded numerous nonhits for Robey, and her sole smash was segregated to airplay only on R&B radio stations, with no television broadcasting. Black R&B singers were excluded from national TV until late 1955. (Of course, in 1956, Elvis Presley would famously sing his sanitized version of “Hound Dog” on The Ed Sullivan Show.)

By the end of the ’50s, Thornton had fallen out with Robey and moved to the San Francisco Bay Area. In the early ’60s, she recorded some tracks for an Oakland label, Baytone, including another original, “Ball ’n’ Chain,” which the indie never released. When she performed it at the Both/And club in San Francisco in July 1966, members of Big Brother and the Holding Company were in the audience. Janis Joplin, who’d just joined the band the previous month, had become a Thornton fan as a teen in Port Arthur, Texas, after discovering her “Hound Dog” 78.

That night, “Ball ’n’ Chain” so moved Joplin that she scrambled to jot down the lyrics as Thornton belted out the tune. After the set, she and her mates approached Thornton backstage to ask permission to cover the song. Thornton gave the okay but warned, “Don’t fuck it up.” “Ball ’n’ Chain” would become the highlight of Big Brother’s sets, and Joplin’s tour de force version at the Monterey Pop Festival in June 1967 would make her a star.

By 1967, Thornton had embraced a whole new audience, headlining San Francisco’s Avalon Ballroom and Bill Graham’s Fillmore. In April 1967, when Big Brother opened for her at the California Hall, Joplin was apparently terrified to sing “Ball ’n’ Chain” with its composer present. She always introduced the song with kudos for its author, and afterward the two women bonded. Thornton later told a journalist, “That girl feels like I do.” After Joplin’s death in 1970, during performances Thornton would often dedicate the song to Janis’s memory.

Amid the late-’60s blues revival, Thornton cut several records for Arhoolie, backed by Muddy Waters and other blues masters. She signed with Mercury Records for the 1969 album Stronger than Dirt, which skimmed the Billboard Top 200 album chart. Playing the Newport Folk Festival that year, she enthralled the crowds and made herself at home. Her then-manager Bob Messinger recalled: “Big Mama had her Cadillac in the backstage parking lot. She had her butane stove and cooked for the acts and sold them soul food. George Wein, who always demanded decorum and quiet backstage, never said a word.”

Back in 1965, she had told Strachwitz that more than anything, she wanted to make a gospel record: “I’d like very much to do spirituals because I feel that I got the voice. I feel like I got the power.” She finally did, in the early ’70s, for the album Saved. In “Go Down Moses,” with her voluminous chest voice, she proclaimed, “This is my world.” Gospel music was the other side of the blues, just like, for her, rock and roll “wasn’t nothin’ but the blues speeded up.”

Decades on the road and hard living took their toll, with Thornton suffering from chronic liver and heart problems. On July 25, 1984, after a poker game with friends, she was found dead at a Los Angeles boardinghouse. Twenty years later, in 2004, yet another generation of fledgling musicians began playing their own interpretations of her songs at the Willie Mae Rock Camp for Girls. Today, thriving year-round, the nonprofit continues to offer a safe space for girls and gender-nonconforming youth ages eight to eighteen to discover their own voices. Perhaps that is the best epitaph for this influential and boundary-busting musical pioneer.

—Holly George-Warren, Turning the Tables contributor



MC Sha-Rock

“You gotta fight and fight and fight for your legacy”

The retelling of hip-hop history centers men, often excluding the women in the same frame, so if you haven’t heard about MC Sha-Rock, original member of Sugar Hill’s Funky 4 + 1, and the first woman MC, you’re not alone. She was such a titanic force in early rap communities that even DMC, one third of the game-changing group Run-DMC, cites her as an influence. Yet she is not given her due as a trailblazer.

But Sha-Rock has receipts. Using her personal mementos, Sha-Rock takes us through her entry into early hip-hop culture as a B-girl, her emergence as a pioneering MC in her early teens, her groundbreaking (pregnant!) performance on Saturday Night Live, and her long-running fight to preserve her legacy, in her own words.

“The very moment [I got] my taste for hip hop is 1976 as a B-girl—you know, being out there, break dancing, watching young kids move around throughout the Bronx, traveling as nomadic B-girls and B-boys, just to hit those breakbeats. The MCing came in 1977. The first person that I saw breakdance was friends of mine that had went to junior high school with me. They taught me what it was to uprock, what it was to just hit the beats whenever
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