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  Context


  The American South that Bessie Smith lived and worked in was one of little opportunity and great violence for African-Americans. Smith was born just twenty-nine years after the Emancipation Proclamation freed African-American slaves, and the Ku Klux Klan was a powerful presence. Born into dire poverty in Chattanooga, Tennessee, in 1894, Smith scratched her way out of the squalor of the black slums of the city and became a success by pursuing one of the few means of success open to African-Americans in the south: the world of vaudeville and minstrels. From 1912 to 1920, Bessie Smith joined a number of "tent shows," traveling vaudeville shows that took place under outdoor tents. Smith's stint as a tent performer was so successful–people waited in line for hours to purchase tickets for her shows–that she had an extensive fan base even before she recorded her first song for Columbia Records in 1923.


  Smith, a moody and coarse woman, became the most successful blues singer of her time. The years between 1920 and the stock market crash of 1929 were the good years for the blues. Performers like Mamie Smith, Ethel Waters, Ma Rainey, and Memphis Minnie were stars, and they sold thousands of records. The Roaring Twenties, though, meant something very different in the South than it did in the North. While the South struggled to adjust to a new social system and to the Reconstruction of its great, demoralized cities, the North flourished. The Northern Migration of blacks from the South into the industrial cities of the North and Northeast fundamentally changed the character of those cities.


  The year 1920 was the first year of Prohibition, but Smith was a heavy drinker nonetheless. An alcoholic for most of her life, Smith's favorite haunts were often speakeasies or "buffets"–sex clubs that featured dancers and performers who performed live sex acts on stage. Prohibition hardly put a damper on the young, exuberant decade that proceeded WWI and, in fact, may even have been a catalyst.


  Bessie Smith has long been considered a symbol of the racism of the south, since the legend surrounding her untimely death in 1937 in a car accident claims that Bessie died because she was turned away from a white hospital rather than because of the severity of her injuries. Because she had no desire to join white society and had no ambition to be a success in the white world, Smith was considered a renegade, although she would prove to be ahead of her time. She was also deeply suspicious of Northern blacks, whom she felt tried too hard to please and imitate whites. Many of her contemporaries achieved success in the white music and acting world, performing on Broadway and in Hollywood films. Smith, however, who was dark-skinned, was often considered "too rough"–a euphemism for "too black"–by Broadway and Hollywood directors, who preferred to cast lighter-skinned African-Americans. This issue would haunt Smith for the rest of her life.


  Nevertheless, Bessie Smith was the most popular and most successful blues singer of her day. The 1920s were a decade in which it was difficult for any woman to be independent, yet Smith managed both her own career and the career of her troupe members. For most of the twenties, Smith's records sold hundreds of thousands of copies. When the Stock Market crashed in 1929, however, Smith's career went downhill.


  The Great Depression hit Smith hard. She had just divorced her husband, Jack Gee, and had been cut from her Columbia contract after nine years and one hundred sixty songs. She tried to reestablish herself by performing in traveling revues, and she was on her way to one in September 1937 when the car she was riding in crashed into a parked truck outside Memphis, TN. Her arm was nearly severed and she died of massive blood loss. Bessie Smith was forty-three years old.


  Bessie Smith influenced a number of jazz singers of the 1930's and 1940's, including Billie Holiday and Sarah Vaughan, and even rock stars of the 1960s, like Janis Joplin. It was Joplin, in fact, who paid for a headstone for Bessie Smith's grave, which had gone unmarked for nearly forty years.


  General Summary


  Bessie Smith was born in Chattanooga, Tennessee in 1894. One of seven children, Smith grew up in a one-room shack in one of the poorest quarters of Chattanooga, and by the age of nine had lost both her parents, Smith and her brother made extra money by singing for spare change on street corners. In 1904, Smith's older brother Clarence Smith joined Moses Stokes' Traveling Show as a dancer and comedian and, in 1912, convinced the managers to give his talented sister an audition. At the age of seventeen, Bessie Smith joined the vaudeville circuit.


  From 1912 to 1920, Smith worked various tent shows and revues as a singer and dancer. During this time, Ma Rainey, then the best-known of the female blues singers, took Smith under her wing and showed her the ropes. Rainey was a hard- living, gaudy woman who, although married, was openly homosexual. She treated Smith like her own daughter. It was during this time that Smith crafted her incomparable style, a full-bodied, throaty voice and an innovative style of phrasing that would influence many jazz artists of the 1940s, including Billie Holiday.


  After a brief marriage which left her a widow, Smith met Jack Gee. After a whirlwind courtship, in which Smith nursed Gee back to health after he was shot on their first date, Jack Gee and Bessie Smith were married on June 7, 1923. Two months prior, Smith had cut her first record with Columbia Records, and, as she was getting married, "Downhearted Blues" was released. It was a hit, selling 780,000 copies in six months–the best-selling blues record to date. Between 1923 and 1931, Smith recorded 160 songs for Columbia. In addition to recording blues, Smith traveled around the American South with her own show, which was wildly popular. Her life on the road was a rough one, full of heavy drinking, casual sex, and frequent fistfights. Jack Gee found his wife's lifestyle hard to live with, and they began to fight fiercely, frequently beating each other bloody. During this time, Bessie adopted the six-year-old son of one of her former chorus girls and named him Jack Gee, Jr..


  The year 1929 changed everything: the stock market crashed, bringing about a painful end to the Roaring Twenties; Smith's marriage to Gee ended; and Columbia Records ended its nine-year contract with her. As the Great Depression darkened all prospects, Smith found money harder and harder to come by. She continued to tour and, in addition to her many lesbian affairs, began a relationship with a Chicago bootlegger named Richard Morgan. In September 1937, Bessie had just begun an engagement with another traveling revue and was on her way to a show in Memphis when she was killed in a car accident in rural Tennessee. The rumors surrounding her death still persist; one version claims Bessie bled to death because Jim Crow Laws in the South prohibited a white hospital from accepting a black patient, and Smith was turned away. All that is known for sure is that Bessie Smith died on September 26th, 1937 at G.T. Thomas Hospital in Clarksdale, Mississippi. She was forty-three years old.

OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS



		SparkNotes Guide to Bessie Smith



		Title Page



		Context



		General Summary



		Important Terms, People, and Events



		Summary and Analysis		Bessie's Beginnings



		Becoming the Empress



		A Blues Diva



		Wild Woman



		Love on the Road



		A Year of Heartache



		Nobody Knows You When You're Down and Out



		The Death of Bessie Smith



		Controversy









		Study and Essay



		Review Test











Navigation





		Cover



		Table of Contents











OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
sparrnotes

When your books and teachers don’t make sense, we do.





