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melodies now meander, in keeping with current trends in R&B, and
have lost the clarity that pop demands. Mimi is Carey’s most thor-
oughly R&B record; even the big ballads are in the “slow jam’” vein
and have little to do with Las Vegas, opera, or doo-wop. There are
only a couple of Hallmark duds to skip over; you can enjoy Carey’s
expansive vocalisms without begrudging her moments of brassy self-

.
.

affirmation.
In some ways, Carey resembles U2, another veteran act currently

having extraordinary success late in a long career. (Fow 0 Dismantle
an Atomic Bomb, the group’s most recent release, won the Grammy
for best album of 2005 and has sold three million copies in the
United States.) Both acts have left experimentation to thelr juniors
and are sticking to what they do best. In the case of U2, this means
using the heavy rhythms and glassy guitar sound that first gained the
band notice in the early cighties. In Carey’s case, this means singing
R&B but without the scenery-inhaling tballads that helped her sell
millions of copies. Her decision largely to omit those ballads from
Mimi is commercially putsy—if multimillionaires can be gutsy—and
:t makes sense. The album’s songs Were produced by a host of people,
including Jermaine Dupri, Kanye West, and the Neptunes, who have
been guiding R&HB and hip-hop during the past few years. Carey,
having proved that she has the lungs of an opera singex, is now mak-
ing the music that ¢he has always listened to. Fler idea of pairing a
female songbird with the jeading male MCs of hip-hop changed
R&B and, eventually, all of pop. Although now anyone is free to use
chis idea, the success of Mimi SUBEEsts that it still belongs to Carey.
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SUGA MAMA, POLITICIZED

The video for Beyoncé Knowles’s latest single, “Ring the Alarm,”
shows the stunning 25-year-old singer, dressed in a nmntanonmmM
»Hﬂ.wnr coat that matches her glistening skin, being dragged aw. OHM
policemen in riot gear and locked in a padded cell. An nmwmﬁmw&ww !
yoncé struggles and writhes, is brought to her knees and pulled M;
her arms and legs, in a scene that should ring familiar 5% nw .
mmsm. of early Sharon Stone spectacles (the clip pays clear onMa -~
m&a Instinct) but to those who still remember Diana Ross a mwnrﬂo
MBme-mwwﬁmebm star turn as a drug-busted and jailed wEwn:moM
wmu\ in H\eww m Lady Sings the Blues. (Comparisons between Ross and
: @ﬁ.umnn zre in abundance now as the latter jettisons her Su
inspired vehicle Destiny’s Child for a full-fledged solo ¢ ver and
: .Swmm on the Ross-inspired lead of Deena Jones in the awno“” ; MMM
.. M%MMHDMM& of mehﬁww.l.h.v The gloss and glitz of this wTOnWM&En
oS %.nmzmn casual viewers to write off Beyoncé’s newest album
ay, as just another collection of sexed-up club jams. But 5&\&
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(niss out on listening to one of the oddest, most urgeal, dissonant cion. This alone seems reason f .
and disruptive R&B releases in recent MEMOLY. BDay—and to take note of &MM MM% mM_w to take a second listen to
Much has been made of how Beyoncé’s music of recent years has R&B tales of “Resentment” (the ti Hm% the &vc:.y shrewdly remixes
heen a far cry from what pop cutture critic David Swerdlick calls the ion and aspiration in contempo it m_uwm the &OmE.m track), despera-
“sistah grrl power” of carly Destiny’s Child recordings. On those It comes at a time when pub %n H.mmw mﬂm womens popular culture.
records, and @mﬁwn&mm@ on the multiplatinum The Writing's on the tiscontent remain Bcﬁm&mmbm_ mM. @ob.ﬁn& voices of black female
Wall, Knowles an d her fellow “childrer” belted out densely arranged scuffle between police and f mediated in the public eye, from the
anthems with Waiting fo Ewhale themes of somantic distrust, mate- : ey to the ubiquitous ksg HMW@W Oo.mmﬁwwéwgmm Cynthia McKin-
cial disillusionment and “neer do well” scrub boyfriends who were Clack and female, who . atrina survivors—overwhelmingly
‘e . s . 3 ar T Ce .
roundly criticized and icked to the curb. The groups early hits— . corporate interests far BM_,MMMMMW mMH by the media, politicians and
«Rills, Bills, Bills,” “Bug 2 Boo” and “Independent Women, Part 1" : themselves n than they are heard speaking for
among them-—chart the young Texan's rise as 2 poputar black female In a genre known for its legion of S i :
songwriter. The Beyoncé of old _.ou\ocm@ ﬁ.wnﬁ& the stalker tenden- m Beyoncé repeatedly boasts mm I oﬁw .Smmm&um Woﬁﬁwm over the talent,
cies of needy men who persisted in “ctressin’” her on her “beeper” and songwriter, performer and omwoﬁwﬂrom:m ! m&” She is BDay's singer-
feckless freetoaders who aBmxn.w out” r,w.n credit cards. . the tracks were co-written mw% oo-@ MMMO&MMMWB% co-producers. (All
The Beyoncé on BDay 13 anything but the daddy’s girl, i licity team has stressed that she % Wam y Beyoncé.) Her pub-
“naughty but nice” icon who came bounding onto the scene with her compressed recording period and er mma. noum:nﬂ.& and oversaw a
frst solo effort, 2003's remarkably successful Dangerously in Love. On | ‘s frantic sound. Recorded i a studo dynamic that heightened
BDay, Knowles is unafraid of complicating and disturbing the image girl wrooﬂ|mmmmm&% WM MMngo anwm in the wake of the Dream-
that won her fame. On these newer songs, the {iber-glam urban diva  § Matthew Knowles and Oamn% o both her manager/father
experiments with 2 startlingly abrasive persond that feels different peatedly characterized USHW MWBM& Records—BDay has been re-
from most contemporary pop divas (see, for instance, Christina ¢ endeavor: “Well, I ma, aoumnm o H.mﬁ erself as a Beyoncé-orchestrated
Aguilera’s aé.mmwm-%wgnéwamwne dance, Britney’s “virgin-whore- that plan,” Knowles told .N&_W:WM,MMD& mrnw I Mﬁﬁ to Miami to start
gazine in September. “But when

whore” dissolution or even Madonna’s “whore”-to-mother moves).
Instead of mistaking “edge” (the much-overused term) for raunich as
often do, Beyoncé finds different emotional notes to sound:
nt, romantic pessimism and self-control. Knowles

1 got there, I had all thes ;
. \ ¢ songs in my head. So I th
get into the studio. But it was all a big secret.” fhoveh Ferme
o rmﬂrwn you Wnrnaﬁ it or not, this is a rather unique and remark
spin story for a female R&B artist’s al .
A e st . ist’s album: Everyone from
o y to Mary J. Blige to Christina Agui
- sively centered the makin i s
. g of their recordings {and the:
. €IF SUCCes
| omoa_ww 2 muo&smom. Knowles makes use of her own impressive mﬁwv
Zomﬁaw m.nﬁom.émwmam (ranging from old stand-bys the Neptunes ﬁw
gian hitmakers StarGate), but she has also insisted on her

her peers
spiritual disconte
especially stresses the pleasures of thard work as a means to OVErcom”
air. What's more, she packages her messages in 2 hard and

ing desp
frantic sonic register that sets this record apart from other MTV di- -

vas pet projects. Quirky and unpredictable from beginning to end,
this record hits a range of intriguingly sour notes that defy expecta-
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own involvement in directing the multiple roles of her producers—
arranging them to work in multiple studios mwa&mmbnoﬁ._mq 50 28 t0
reportedly capture the feel of “battling” MCs so wmo_a.umawam in the
making of Jay-Z’s Roc-A-Fella records. In many ways, the :Bu.nwg-
dent woman” of Destiny’s past has morphed on this record into a
production Svengali in her own right—and into a woman who, in
this behind-the-control-panels role, defies being pigeonholed as
mere arm candy. N
The power grab begins early, on the first track, “Déja Vu,” 0
which Beyoncé, as conductor, calls for bass, hi hat and 808 drum Bw“-
chine, and, finally, for Jay. (Oniine message boards and pop music
critics alike expressed shock and disappointment with this lead sin-
gle—called “fat” by some-—but the track wisely uses the pair’s boumoi
riety to drum up interest in the album.) But Knowles mcwnw&\. m?wﬂm
gears, speeding up the tempo of the record on “Get Me WOE&V. a
Swizz Beatz-produced dancehall track. Combining Rasta beats with
double-dutch syncopations and gorgeous vocal harmonies (by
Knowles herself, natch), “Get Me Bodied” celebrates the joys of girls’
night out. It’s both more percussive than “Déja Vu” and more reso-
pant with the sounds of black girls’ play—ropes twirling, handclap-
ping and improvised cheers—games that, as ethnomusicologist Kyra
Gaunt writes, are the backbone of biack popular music culture.

The rat-a-tat doesn’t let up. BDay is an album that sounds like a
tattlefield—or at the very least a race of sorts, in which Beyoncé
emerges victorious as a co-producer and entrepreneur wbmmmmn.w in
multiple forms of self-reinvention and personal reparations. It might
seem strange to credit an artist whose contributions to the culture
have so far included readying us for her “jelly” with making a state-
ment on one of the worst American tragedies In recent memory, but
B’Day defies the odds by delivering 2 collection of songs that refract
the emotional and material stress of post-Katrina Southern life. The
rour of Gulf Coast culture begins with the images in the CD book-
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let: photos of a hard yet luscious Jes magazine centerfold Knowles—
whose family hails from Houston and New Orleans—lifting 2 leg in
a thigh-high juke joint mini on the dock of the bay, navigating twin
crocodiles by the leash through verdant wetlands in high heels and a
cut-out swirnsuit, and walking the path of dusty railroad tracks in a
leather and frills bodice. It’s not exactly clear what showcasing the
singer as sexually titillating against a landscape that resonates with
(Eve’s?) bayou imagery means {one should be “bootylicious” even
when the levee breaks?), but it’s clear that the rural American South
that the world confronted in new and unsettling ways over the past
year is front and center here. That uncanny South, the gothic and
chaotic one of our nation’s nightmare, provides a fitting backdrop to
the controversial video “Déia Vu,” which recycles a historical déja vu
of the creepiest sort—a tricked out plantation setting with Knowles
alternately draped across ornate Victorian furniture and dashing
haltingly through everglades and (cotton?) fields looking like a deer
in headlights or, perhaps more accurately, like a fugitive house slave
on the run.

How to get free of this oppressive universe? On the record,
Knowles runs headlong into the material world as a site of refuge.
And no track sums up the theme of materiality more startlingly than
“Suga Mama,” a song that returns Beyoncé to her relationship with
the {dollar) “bill” and her search for a partner who fits the bill.
Promising her baby that she “won’t let no bills get behind,” Beyoncé
effectively assumes the role that her Destiny’s Child-era lover of her
“Bills, Bills, Bills” days cannot fulfill. If her man of that song from
the past can’t “pay the automo’bills,” then “Suga Mama” suggests
she’s more than ready to take the reins. Producer Rich (Crazy in
Lowve) Harrison folds a gut-bucket blues guitar lick from ] Wade &
the Soul Searchers into a back-road beat as Knowles celebrates a nu-
bile lover whose services are worthy of the gift of a “short set.” Her
(postcoital?} praise celebrates the purchasing power of the singer
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herself, whose love 18 seemingly not for sale but who is capable of
providing the bling, the “new whip,” the “new heavy on the wrist” t0

satisfy her lover's needs.
Fven a seemingly Innocuous R&B song like “Suga Mama” has the

rce post-disaster guestions related to protection and sur-

power to fo
"with an

vival. What, for instance, does it mean o be a “Suga Mams’
4yccountant waiting on the phone”? What does it mean to be a
worman who proudly claims to be the “type to take care of mine” in

deral (read: wmﬁwﬁnﬁ&u failure to serve and to pro-

an age of gross fe
tect? In many ways, particularly given the example of Knowles's own
owner Tina, who has been re-

mother, clothing designer and salon
sponsible for most of Destiny’s Child as well as Beyoncé’s onstage

costumes, there 18 something remarkable, almost parodic, about 2

crack with a sinuous chorus (“Sit on mama lap / Hey, hey / Come sit

on mama lap”) that insists on the power and the allure of maternal

entrepreneurialism.
On the surface, “Upgrade U, a battling MCs track of sorts that

again features Jay-Z, s an astoundingly retrograde song, one in which
the Beyoncé of Destiny’s Child’s controversial track “Cater 2 U7 re-

and offers to “take care” of the home and her man. There is,

emerges
on-the-range horns

though, perhaps bit more to it than its cowboys-
and synthesizer arrangements. Even in a line as judicrously overblown
a5 “I can do for you what Martin did for the people,” Knowles's fixa-
tion on material forms of uplift (“Audemars Piguet you/ Switch your
necktie to purple labelst”) steers the track toward the theme of literal
and figurative redress that hangs over B'Day. Rather than assuming
the role of the helpless dream-girl, Knowles boasts about turning Jay-
7, into a good product: “Unless you're fawless / Then ya dynasty ain't
complete without 2 chief like me.”

Tt would be easy to interpret the hit single “Ring the Alarm” as 2
familiar story of the “woman scorned.” There is, after ali, the chorus,

an abrasive, in-your-face mantra in which Beyoncé yells 2 how-
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m.mmm:%oc]mﬁw@-oﬁébggn refrain that’s punctuated by red al
sirens. And its cathartic outrage recalls the kind of carefull HMMB
wﬁ.ﬁ.w breakup ire voiced by the likes of pop songstresses Enmumﬁ s
g.oﬂmwmnw and Kelly Clarkson. But Knowles uses it to more o
plicated, tough-minded ends. “Ring the Alarm” gives loud, b ing-
mo@néwn&ommw voice to a woman who’s more monmnm:wcmgﬁmw‘v
wom.wmm her stuff, her “chinchilla coats,” the “house off coast,” “e b
mzm.wm H. own,” than she is with losing love itself. Wm?&Ome Smmm
desire, in Beyoncé’s cold, class-act world, are, in fact, all mvocww ME.
ness transactions: “I don’t want you but I want it/ %s& I can’t Hsmm.,
go / To know you give it to her like you gave it to me, com 5 HM.
The “it” that Beyoncé laments losing—sex, mone , .a.w e
for starting a fire. , .
m.wwmb%ww B’Day closes on a dissonant note with the song “Resent-
wﬂwﬁw,@wpwr loops a sample of ﬂmmmm Mayfield’s melancholic
ink” with gospel and doowop-tinged harmonies to convey th
pure depths of romantic bile. With shrill vocals stretched to th ey
.@ﬁan “Resentment” is a difficult, visceral way to end an alb m ﬁw.w
wﬁm dulcet melody and intricate harmonies, the song recalls ﬁwﬁw. ;
ﬁ.um soul arrangements of En Vogue’s 1992 smash cover :M.mw&\
Him Something He Can Feel,” but Knowles’s version of ret HaﬁbmH
re-outfits electric sexual healing and “feeling” as shards of mmmo wmﬂc
resentment is rushed, pulsing with emotion that noBmm@@M . r;
crossroads of a cheir solo and juke joint nightclub abando W.b, o
Mwﬁmﬁw%wnm&% uncomfortable crescendo, a jagged frtle wEswow mem
o swallow and one that reminds us 1
omﬁ that this is indeed a “tough Hono.aww WMMMMMMM,NM H,Mummm% P e
disguised as a singer.” e
_nb<mumﬁ may Wn aﬁoamrnwmz about it is the way that it gamely chal-
ges century-old American myths about race, class and gend
ones &.Eﬁ still portray black women as lazy, feckless, _immwmwm»g:ﬂM
unwilling to work, thus encouraging what scholar and critic EMM&
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Carby has described as the “policing” of black women’s bodies.
Knowles’s album stands as a musical response to black women’s social
dislocation in the wake of yet another massive migration, and it envi-
sions a language of ownership that is at once perhaps almost liberat-
ing and disturbingly materialistic: So many poor and working-class
African-American households, especially those headed by women,
lost everything in the storm. B'Day expresses the wants and needs of
a heroine actively contemplating what it means to lose, and to have,
and to possess. While there is no way to get arounid Knowles’s ultra-
privilege (her extreme wealth dates back to her childhood, and she
has roots that run deep in New Orleans), there is nonetheless some-
thing profoundly interesting and unusual about the drama that she
sells on B'Day. She is neither the “hard-knock” heroine that Mary J.
Blige has steadily cultivated as a persona over the past decade, nor
the reigning tragic diva whose crown has been passed between
Whitney Houston and Mariah Carey for some years now. On her
second solo album, Knowles appears to be fashioning a coarse, hard-
nosed character who stands apart from the R&B pack in expressing
clear-sighted anger and efficient, pick-up-the-pieces resolve.

An even tougher challenge for fans and critics alike may be to
take seriously the political dimensions of a pop music album by a
glamorous black female artist when the semi-plagiarized “modern
Gmes” of other musicians still entertain the most studied attention of
rock scribes. B'Day may not match the poetic commentary of Tracy
Chapman or Joan Armatrading, nor does it offer the hard spiritual
and sexuat candor of Meshell Ndegeocello's finest work or the sheer
experimental exuberance of brash newcomer Alice Smith. But it de-
livers a unique version of black female dissent in pop and R&B mu-
sic culture. Beyoncé is part of a tradition of black women’s musical
expressions of personal and political discontent ranging from singers
like Nina Simone and Odetta to MCs Lauryn Hill and Jean Grae to
the brilliant new artist Keyshia Cole, who has released one of the
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Eo.mﬁ brutally visceral, emotionally assertive and convincingly com-
bative R&B records of the decade, The Way It Is. Knowles’s album of
hard, militarized beats marches in defiance of a long history of public
black women, from Sojourner to Superbowl Janet, who have been

stripped and stressed and displaced and denied.

Many thanks to Christine Smallwood, Eric Weisband, and Reginald
Jackson for their insightful suggestions and feedback regarding this piece.



