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Black women have a long tradition of bonding together in a Black 
women's community that has been a source of vital survival informa
tion, psychic and emotional support for us. We have a distinct 
Black woman-identified folk culture based on our experiences as 
Black women in this society: symbols, language and modes of expres
sion specific to the realities of our lives as Black females in a 
dominant white/male culture. At the center of this Black female 
culture has always been Black women's musical expression in song. 
As Barbara and Beverly Smith state, "Because of our Black Female 
oppression, so much of our artistic and cultural energy was concen
trated in music, particularly singing, it both appeared and was in 
fact the form in which we excelled." 

Within the Black female musical tradition the blues has always been 
a vital focal point. Black female blues musicians and singers have 
established a special meaning and function for the blues within the 
Afro-American folk tradition. Blues singers such as Ma Rainey, 
Bessie Smith and Billie Holliday created a tradition in which the 
blues were used as a Black female autobiographical narrative form; 
one in which their painful experiences as Black women in a hostile 
racist and sexist society were both confronted and transcended 
through the creative medium of music and language. These women were 
singers of tales, not just songs, and their tales were grounded in 
the painful realities of the Black/female struggle for survival in 
America. The blues served for these female artists as one of the 
few creative forms available to them for not merely documenting 
the Black female experience, but also for offering up a vision of 
both the existing realities and the possibilities of Black women's 
lives. 

There is an inherent Black woman-identification in the Black female 
musical tradition; in the concept of a Black woman singing anything 
positive about herself and her experiences as a Black woman. Such 
songs are typical of Black women's music because Black women have 
used singing as a way of capturing and praising the Black female 
experience in the face of an almost total neglect of the sexual/ 
racial politics and realities of this experience on the part of 
white and Black male and white female musicians. The task of re
vealing these realities in the face of centuries of such neglect is 
what Linda Tillery and Mary Watkins speak of when they state, "If 
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The Black female musical tradition is one of Black women singing and 
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and many Black women musicians and their works can be see� as Lesbian 

in that they conceive of the necessity of Black women loving and 

defining themselves with the implicit possibility t�is c:eates for 

sexual as well as emotionally intense primary relations�ips b�tween 

Black women. We must reject a purely sexual definition of the term. 
"Lesbian" if we are to understand the most important Black woman
identified qualities in Black women musicians and their works, par
ticularly in the life and music of Bessie Smith. 

Between 1923 and 1933 Bessie Smith recorded 180 songs for Columbia 
Records. In these recordings her voice was one of the strongest in 
the chorus of Black female voices raised in resistance to the death 
and enslavement of Black/female bodies and spirits. It is a chorus 
raised today in resistance to the death of Black women seen in de
rogatory lyrics like "Girls, I like the girls," "girl you need a 
change of mind" (sung to a Black feminist) and "she's so much woman 
she don't have to try to be no man." 

Bessie was part of a continuous performance by Black musicians that 
dates from long before her time to this very moment in tonight's 
concert and far beyond into the future. It is a performance that 
has at its heart a dialogue between Black women, a loving conv.ersa
tion between sisters and best friends. I think of Bessie singing 
"I Need A Little Sugar In My Bowl" and hear Gwen Avery's lyrical 
"S Ma " • "I b ugar ma in response: want to e your sugar mama/I want to be 
your sugar mama/be your sugar mama every day/ I want you to see how 
sweet/a woman's love can be." In 1937 Bessie Smith died in an auto
mobile accident because she was refused admittance to a white hospi-tal and did not survive the journey to a Black fac1·11·ty I f _ • h • • " 
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We feel it is important to share the following 
budget information. Profits will be split� 60% 
to the women's community, 40% to the performers 
after all costs are paid (not to exceed $3250). 

Item E6.:t. Budge..:t Ac..:tua.l Budge..:t 

Ha 11 Rental 885. 00 81 o: 00 
Lights 300.00 300.00 
Childcare 100.00 100.00 
Publicity 500.00 451.53 
Printing 300.00 419.02 
Piano Rental 70.00 
Piano Tuning 60.00 
Signer 75.00 
Miscellaneous 750.00 
Bessie Smith Prod. 

Coll. Salaries 1400.00 
Performers' Salaries 2000.00 

TOTAL 6440.00 

60.00 
75.00 

750.00 

1400.00 
2000.00 

6365.55 

{These figures were those available to us at 
the time the program went to press.) 
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