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FOREWORD



The title of queen is usually attained only by unavoidable descent, which leads to a royal destiny that is set out in advance. Some women, however, earn this majestic adjective thanks to their position as a leader within a community, following a sporting exploit that leaves the competition far behind, or as the crowning glory of an artistic career studded with hits. The woman described in these pages climbed the rungs of royalty one by one, by dint of hard work and a fighting spirit, determined to attain the supreme position of monarch in a style of music of which she became, step by step, the muse and, finally, the queen. The music business is not kind to its female singers, even while many of them dream of becoming icons in their field. Whitney Houston was the idol of a generation, just as Mary J. Blige succeeded in earning the respect of her peers. Britney Spears made the whole world dance, while Christina Aguilera won listeners over thanks to an incomparable voice. But so far no other has managed to combine her talents and master the development of her own career as much as Beyoncé Knowles, alias Queen Bey.


A singer with multiple hits to her name, a super-rich businesswoman, philanthropic artist, successful actor, and devoted mother—none of these activities has ever frightened this artist, who has sold tens of millions of albums and can multi-task with natural ease, the fruit of work put in since her earliest childhood. Let us discover together the secrets behind the making of her many emblematic hits, such as Single Ladies (Put a Ring on It), Crazy in Love, and Texas Hold ’Em, as well as those of her most intimate songs.


Grab your stetsons…and let the show begin!





BIRTH OF AN ICON



Life in the Knowles’s family home at 2414 Rosedale Street, Houston, Texas, was lived to the soundtrack of vinyl records spinning on the household turntable. The house—dating from 1946 and bought in 1982 by the parents of the little girl who sang and danced in the living room—was the scene of a performance to which all those living nearby in the pleasant Third Ward neighborhood were accustomed. It was the year 1985 and, although those closest to the Knowles family often had a front-row seat at little Beyoncé’s recitals, none was aware they were witnessing the first steps of one of the greatest stars of the 21st century.


A Texas family


It must be said that Beyoncé’s parents supported their daughter’s dreams of glory. Beyoncé Giselle Knowles was born on 4 September 1981 in the Park Plaza Hospital, Houston. Mathew, her father, had been born on 9 January 1951 in Gadsden, a segregationist town in Alabama sadly notorious for having been the scene of an act of unparalleled cruelty. On 11 February 1906, a 28-year-old African American named Bunk Richardson had been lynched by a group of 25 hooded individuals—hanged from the Louisville and Nashville Railroad Bridge, which crosses the Coosa River—for the rape of a white woman, which he did not commit. Like the 4,000 other victims of lynching in the United States since 1882, Richardson became the symbol of an America fractured by the sickening beliefs of a minority of its population. Supported by his mother, Lou Helen, a lawyer who worked to defend the rights of African Americans, Mathew Knowles made his Blackness into a strength, opposing appalling actions in order to champion his community. He soon became one of the first children of color to attend Litchfield Junior High School in Gadsden, even though a police presence was required to escort teenagers in the face of the displays of hate that daily disrupted the school’s peace.


Mathew Knowles graduated from Nashville’s prestigious Fisk University in 1974 with a BA in economics and a BSc. in business administration. He soon joined the Xerox company, which specialized in the sale of medical imaging peripherals, then moved on to Philips Medical Systems, where his salesman’s skills made him the top seller of MRI machines and CT scanners for three years in succession. His situation allowed him to support his wife, Tina, who was born on 4 January 1954 in Galveston, Texas, when she told him of her wildest dream: to set up a large hair salon in Houston, catering to men and women of the city’s African-American community. Located on Montrose Boulevard, Headliners opened in 1990 and became one of the most famous hair salons in Houston, both for the quality of its services and for the presence of four young women who soon began to put on improvised shows.


From Beyincé to Beyoncé


It’s to her mother, Tina, that Beyoncé owes her highly original name. Celestine “Tina” Knowles was a Louisiana Creole who decided to pass on her maiden name, Beyoncé, to her elder daughter, so that the family name would not be lost after her marriage. Only the young Tina and her brother, Lumis Joseph “Skip”, had benefited from this name, which had been misspelt by the registrar: on being asked to write Beyincé—the family name of their father, Lumis Albert Beyincé—he gave the woeful reply: “Be happy that you’re getting a birth certificate.”1 “My name was Celestine Beyoncé,” Tina remembered, “which at that time was not a cool thing to have that weird name. I wanted my name to be Linda Smith.”2 When Celestine, who subsequently chose to be known as Tina, decided to give her daughter her maiden name, this elicited a strong reaction. “My family was not happy. My dad said, ‘She’s gonna be really mad at you, because that’s a last name.’ And I’m like, ‘It’s not a last name to anybody but you guys.’”3 But in fact, proud of her roots, the future star went so far as to write “Beyincé” in capital letters on the sleeve of her eighth solo album, in 2024.


A happy childhood in Houston


From her earliest childhood Beyoncé Knowles was introduced to music by her parents—both of whom, in their youth, had taken part in talent shows. In high school Tina had even been one of the vocalists in a soul music group named The Veltones. Mathew played the piano, and introduced his daughter to the albums of Prince, Michael Jackson, and Luther Vandross. He completed her musical education with an unmissable weekly rendezvous in front of the television to enjoy the new releases featured on the legendary show Soul Train, then the flagship program for North American soul, funk, and disco music.


When a second daughter, Solange, was born in 1986, the family moved to the Parkwood neighborhood, where they lived comfortably at the heart of Texas society. Although extremely busy with their jobs, Tina and Mathew introduced their daughters to the cuisine of their beloved state, often treating them to fried chicken with red beans and rice, a specialty of Frenchy’s at 4646 Scott Street, or the menus offered by the legendary Breakfast Klub at 3711 Travis Street. Weekends were a chance for the Knowles family to go to the rodeo, an event they all enjoyed—and an unmissable one for the city’s inhabitants. “It was like the biggest family picnic; there was laughter and music everywhere and everyone dressed in their Texas finest,” Beyoncé recalled years later. “I love watching all the people. We’d eat fried Snickers, funnel cakes, and fried turkey legs; the smell was the best mixture of spicy and sweet.”4 Solange Knowles also confirmed the privileged environment in which she and her older sister were raised. “Growing up on Parkwood was so inspiring because we got to see a little bit of everything. We grew up in the same neighborhood that produced Scarface, Debbie Allen, and Phylicia Rashad. So, culturally, it was as rich as it gets. People were warm. […] I feel so happy that I got to grow up in a place where you could be the pastor’s wife, you could be a lawyer, you could be a stripper on the side, you could be a schoolteacher.”5



Darlette Johnson lights the fuse


Although the young Beyoncé displayed a propensity for singing and dancing very early on, a Michael Jackson concert that her parents took her to made a profound impression on her. “I was [about] five years old,” she explained later. “It was my first concert and it was his show, and I decided exactly my purpose. He’s the reason I do what I do, because I would have never experienced that magic if it wasn’t for him.”6


From then on, little Beyoncé dreamed of being a singer, even though she revealed her ambition to no one, appearing shy and quiet at the St Mary primary school in Fredericksburg. “Because I was an introvert, I didn’t speak very much as a child,” she revealed in 2021. “I spent a lot of time in my head building my imagination. I am now grateful for those shy years of silence. Being shy taught me empathy and gave me the ability to connect and relate to people. I’m no longer shy, but I’m not sure I would dream as big as I dream today if it were not for those awkward years in my head.”7


At the time, Beyoncé felt misunderstood by her classmates and remained very solitary during her schooling, while assiduously having dance lessons with Darlette Johnson. Although her performances caught her teacher’s attention, there was another hidden talent the young girl possessed— which she would soon reveal to Johnson. “She was at the studio and she was the last one and her parents always came to get her, to pick her up, and I was just kinda sweeping around… and I was singing a song out of tune and Beyoncé finished the song for me and she hit a note and I said, ‘Sing it again.’ […] her parents came to pick her up, I said, ‘She can sing! […] She really can sing.’”8From that moment on, Darlette Johnson ceaselessly encouraged the young Beyoncé, urging her to work on her voice as much as on her dance steps. “Beyoncé was quiet and reserved and didn’t say much, but on the dancefloor she was a force to be reckoned with, and she had a golden voice. […] I told her, ‘You are gonna be a world star. You are gonna be so big, the whole world is gonna know you.’”9


A little girl out to conquer the city


A great admirer of Stevie Wonder, En Vogue, and Donny Hathaway, Beyoncé Knowles now became aware of her own talent, but revealed it to no one except Darlette Johnson. The latter wasted no time in suggesting to Mathew and Tina that they enter their daughter in a talent contest that was soon to be held in St Mary’s primary school—an invitation to which they readily agreed, for Johnson had told them of their daughter’s potential. The song the little girl chose was John Lennon’s Imagine, an anthem to peace in the world and equality among humankind. When told about this choice, Mathew Knowles considered that his daughter could interpret the song only if she had a real understanding of its lyrics. With this in mind, he took her to the underprivileged areas of the city, especially those where African Americans and Mexicans lived, in order to make her aware of the poverty that afflicted neighborhoods close to Parkwood, where the Knowles family lived a privileged existence. “While practicing Imagine in her room after that,” Mathew Knowles said, “I could hear the difference from how she had sung it before. At least her interpretation of the song had changed. This would hone her ability to bring compassion and emotion, not only when singing Imagine but with every song she sang.”10


When the day of the talent contest arrived, Tina and her husband were left open-mouthed by the performance of their daughter, who was normally so quiet and shy. “I was terrified and I didn’t wanna do it,” the singer recalled. “[…] I remember walking out and I was scared, but when the music started, I don’t know what happened. I just…changed.”3 Beyoncé’s performance got everyone’s vote. As the supreme winner of the contest, the young girl became aware of the future that awaited her. “I was like, “‘Oh, Lord, this is amazing.’ So I knew I wanted to be a singer. I think I knew before that, but I’d never been on a stage before that.”3


From then, Beyoncé Knowles went on to sweep the board at talent shows across the state, supported by her parents and Darlette Johnson. Each of her performances resulted in a victory, and her budding professionalism was noted by competition juries and audiences alike. In 1989, a year after winning a Sammy Davis Award, the young singer revisited the scene of her victory and excelled with her performance of Home, which Diana Ross had sung in the musical movie The Wiz in 1978. That day, with uncommon poise and panache, Beyoncé declared to the audience: “I would like to thank the judges for picking me, my parents, who I love—I love you, Houston!”11 From then on, nothing seemed to stop her on her road to glory.


Girls Tyme sing their first notes


The enthusiasm generated by their daughter’s performances led Beyoncé’s parents to call on the services of a singing teacher. David Lee Brewer, newly graduated from the Cleveland Institute of Music and recently settled in Houston, got a call from Tina, asking him whether he would agree to audition their daughter with a view to her possibly attending his singing course. Brewer recalled his impression on encountering the budding artist: “What she let loose was one of the most impressive sounds I’d ever heard from a child. Something about it grabbed me and wouldn’t let me go. The sound was molten gold, with a distinguished timbre. What’s more, Beyoncé possessed a seemingly innate, physical connection to the music. This was more than just a voice, I thought to myself, it is a spirit. She and I bonded instantly over our mutual passion for singing.”12 With the support of her parents and Brewer’s teaching, Beyoncé made multiple appearances at talent contests in Houston and the surrounding region, winning hands down each one she took part in.


Feeling that the young artist was ready to move up to the next stage in her career, Darlette Johnson invited Deborah LaDay and Denise Seals to come and hear Beyoncé in a concert she was performing in at the Evelyn Rubenstein Jewish Community Center in Houston. LaDay and Seals had recently founded D&D Management—an organization named for their two initials and aimed at supporting artists—and were looking for young female singers with a view to forming a group that could rival male ensembles fashionable at the time, such as Another Bad Creation, Boyz II Men, Kris Kross, New Edition, Color Me Badd, and New Kids on the Block. Stunned by Beyoncé’s performance, Denise and Deborah invited her to two auditions, and then suggested she join the new group, which would consist of a trio of singers—Beyoncé, Staci LaToison, and Millicent LaDay—and the dancers LaTavia Roberson, Chris Lewis, Nicky Taylor, and Nicky’s younger sister Nina. The group’s name came easily to LaDay and Seals, who were determined to give a feminine touch to the music scene of the time. They decided on Girls Tyme, because they believed that the time for girls had arrived.


Over the following months the group performed several concerts, most of them very successful. Denise Seals was the group’s voice coach (replaced by Brewer after a time), Darlette Johnson was the choreographer, and Tina Knowles produced the stage costumes, while in the end management was entrusted to a newcomer, Andretta Tillman, who agreed to invest all her savings in the project. The year was 1991, and Tillman’s first decision was to introduce to the girls a possible new recruit in the shape of Kelly Rowland, who was a great admirer of Whitney Houston. There was an immediate rapport between Beyoncé and Kelly, to the point that the latter very quickly moved into the Knowles’s home, because her mother, Doris, although loving and devoted, was then employed by another family as a live-in childminder. Tirelessly working on their stage acts, the young women developed new choreographies inspired by those of The Jackson 5 or The Supremes, which they revealed in previews to the customers of Headliners, Tina Knowles’s hair salon. Girls Tyme was soon enlivened by the arrival of the singer Ashley Támar Davis, and the group went on to feature various different line-ups, each as brilliant as the last.


The quality of their performances soon convinced Beyoncé’s father, Mathew, who decided to involve himself fully in the project, sharing the team’s management with Tillman. Mathew took numerous steps to find Girls Tyme partners who were on their level, as did Arne Frager, owner of the legendary Record Plant studios in Sausalito, California. At the time, Frager was looking for new, especially female, talent, to compete with the success of male groups. At Mathew’s request, he traveled to Houston and auditioned the girls at the Knowles’s family home. He found the performance convincing, and invited Beyoncé and Ashley to come and record at Record Plant, accompanied by Andretta Tillman. Armed with a demo recording, Frager gained the support of Suzanne de Passe—a manager who could boast having once signed the Jackson brothers with Motown, where she worked at the time—who pointed him in the direction of one of her employees, Ruth Carson. Carson told Frager she would like to welcome Girls Tyme into the Suzanne de Passe Management stable, only to eventually withdraw her offer when she accepted a job offer from Sony Music and moved to New York. None of the negotiations undertaken by Mathew Knowles and Arne Frager led to the group landing a contract, for they always got the same reply: “Look, one of the reasons we don’t want to sign these girls is you have three singers [Ashley had recently left the group] and you have four dancers, that’s seven people. Then you’ve got their parents, which is another ten people. That’s seventeen people that we got to deal with. We don’t want to deal with that.”10 Nonplussed by this series of setbacks, Frager and Knowles decided to enter the group in a musical talent show screened every week on US television: Star Search.


The Star Search adventure


Dreaming of a potential victory that could bring them $100,000 and considerable visibility, in November 1992 the troupe flew to Orlando, Florida, to shoot the show, which was due to be aired the following February. From among the songs recorded at Record Plant, That’s the Way It Is in My City was chosen, despite the reservations of Mathew, who feared that the jury, consisting of white men of a certain age, would hardly appreciate the song’s hip-hop quality. Despite a performance of a quality worthy of the New York group Salt-N-Pepa, Girls Tyme did not win the competition, losing to the rock group Skeleton Crew. “Even when it hurt so bad, we’re still smiling,” Kelly Rowland recalled in 2001, “and when we walked offstage, everybody just broke down. Imagine 10- or 11-year-olds just breaking down and crying. Now that I’m thinking about it, I want to cry.”13


Faced with the despair of his protégées, Mathew Knowles asked the show’s star presenter Ed McMahon about the best way to help them. McMahon explained that none of the winners of Star Search had ever gone on to make a career, unlike the losers—some of whom, such as the members of Boyz II Men, had become very famous—who were motivated by the desire to assert their talent after such a defeat and subsequently worked relentlessly to win over their audience. In no time at all, Mathew decided to quit his job at Xerox to devote himself totally to his daughter’s career. “Seeing your daughter cry, I didn’t want her or the rest of the ladies to give up on their dream, and so that’s when I stepped in. […] I had to be the front sound man, I had to be the security, I had to be the road manager, I had to wear all of those hats, and so it allowed me to really understand almost every aspect of the day-to-day. I also used a lot of the business savvy that I had learned at Xerox, and that was understanding the customer and knowing how to work inside of a major company.”14


A four-part group


The first step, then, was to restructure Girls Tyme around its singers, Beyoncé, Kelly Rowland, and LaTavia Roberson, who were soon joined by a newcomer, LeToya Luckett. Once the group’s new setup had been finalized, Mathew moved heaven and earth to have his protégées signed up by a record label. With this in mind, he made numerous approaches and eventually caught the attention of the composer and producer Darryl Simmons, who had just signed the singer Monica, future star of contemporary R&B, to his company, Silent Partner Productions. Intrigued by these four undeniably talented singers, Simmons asked Mathew Knowles to send him a VHS video cassette introducing Girls Tyme, after which, in April 1993, he made the journey to Houston to meet them. The audition took place in the producer’s hotel room, in the presence of his wife, Sherry, and Mathew. The four singers demonstrated their talent with a performance of Michael Jackson’s I Wanna Be Where You Are and Sunshine, an original composition from their own repertoire. Darryl Simmons quickly offered the girls their first contract, inviting them to Atlanta to sign up with Silent Partner Productions and to work on promotion of the group, renamed The Dolls when they arrived in Georgia.


Chaperoned by LaTavia’s mother, the girls stayed at the home of Simmons’s assistant, and spent all day in Simmons’s studio working on their demo recordings. Their new mentor introduced them to Sylvia Rhone, CEO of Elektra Entertainment Group, who offered them a contract, only to pull out a few months later in order to concentrate on her successful group En Vogue, in the process ending her long-standing collaboration with Simmons. “Sylvia dropped Darryl’s company because he was too busy writing hit songs for everyone in the industry,” Mathew Knowles explained. “He didn’t have the time to give to his own artists.”15



The end of the dream


Although the breaking of the contract between The Dolls and Elektra inevitably plunged the girls into unprecedented disarray, Mathew Knowles refused to admit defeat and remained determined to prove to the whole world that his protégées had talent. Now unemployed, he became the group’s sole manager and spared no expense to promote The Dolls—who once again changed their name, first to Borderline, then to Cliché—causing severe tension with his wife, Tina. “We lost our house shortly after my husband, Mathew, left his job to manage the girls under their first record deal,” Tina revealed in 2003. “Then we lost that deal. Mathew would spend $5,000 of our money on a photoshoot, while I was working 16 hours a day to support us. I felt like the group was more important to him than his family. So we separated for six months. But we were miserable apart. We got back together and never let money separate us again.”16


Although life was not easy for the Knowles family, now squeezed into a small apartment where Beyoncé and Kelly shared a bedroom, while Solange slept next to Tina, Mathew did not give up hope, devoting considerable energy to the group, who changed their name yet again, to Somethin’ Fresh. To bring to fruition his plans for developing the quartet, Mathew drew inspiration from his idol Berry Gordy, founder of the legendary Motown label and an unparalleled discoverer of new talent. Accordingly, he set up his own production company for the promotion of artists, Music World Entertainment. “That’s where I developed my concept, from Berry Gordy,” Knowles said in 2001. “He doesn’t get the credit he deserves. He had everything in-house. He had his choreographers, stylists, producers, and writers. He taught his artists etiquette. He had real artist development. And his artists were glamorous. That’s really what the music world is all about.”17 Mathew employed the services of a model to teach his protégées how to walk in high heels, made them run in Memorial Park while singing in order to develop endurance, and organized a summer performance boot camp where they worked on dance and singing. “They were able to build their confidence, and they were able to understand what being an entertainer is versus being a singer,” he explained. “We would sit and look at Mariah Carey, Whitney Houston, Michael Jackson, Madonna, Janet Jackson, and Tina Turner; those were the six artists that we studied. I would go and get every tape and performance that you can imagine, and we would literally sit down and study from the beginning of those performances.”18


“This wasn’t a parent or manager putting together a group to see about a record deal,” Beyoncé explained. “This was young girls saying, ‘This is what we want.’”19 As regards his artists’ development, Mathew Knowles felt they needed to change their name yet again. In order to do this, Tina opened a Bible and happened upon the word “destiny.” After using this new name for a few months, the group found out there was already a female gospel group called Destiny, in Mississippi. It was thus decided to change the quartet’s identity one last time and give them their definitive name: Destiny’s Child.


Destiny’s Child take on the record labels


Mathew Knowles sent off multiple promotional video cassettes of Destiny’s Child, notably to Atlantic and Capital Records, which pointedly refused to hear any more about the four Texan singers. But when one of these VHS cassettes came into the possession of the singer, composer, and producer D’Wayne Wiggins, a founder member of the trio Tony! Toni! Toné!, he hastened to sign them up with his company Grass Roots Entertainment. Wiggins quickly turned out to be a godsend for Destiny’s Child. In 1995 he introduced them to Teresa LaBarbera Whites, artistic director at Columbia, one of Sony Music’s biggest labels. Whites invited the four girls to come and audition at Sony Music’s offices in New York, where they sang two songs a cappella in front of an audience of company executives. The audition over, Destiny’s Child returned to Houston, where they had to wait several weeks for news about their New York performance. The girls were in Tina Knowles’s hair salon when they heard that Columbia was offering them a recording contract—which unleashed a wave of enthusiasm never seen before at Headliners. “We started screaming and crying right in the middle of the salon,” Beyoncé said. “The ladies with their heads under the dryers looked at us like we were crazy, because they couldn’t hear what all the yelling was about. We ran all around the shop, jumping up and down, holding our contract in the air for all the customers to see. It was a beautiful day at the beauty salon, that’s for sure!”20 The future looked bright for Destiny’s Child, who then consisted of Beyoncé Knowles, Kelly Rowland, LaTavia Roberson, and LeToya Luckett.





ALBUM



Destiny’s Child


Second Nature • No, No, No Part 2 • With Me Part I • Tell Me • Bridges • No, No, No Part 1 • With Me Part II • Show Me The Way • Killing Time • Illusion • Birthday • Sail On • My Time Has Come (Dedicated To Andretta Tillman)


Released in the USA by Sony Music/Columbia: 17 February 1998 (album ref.: C 67728, CD ref.: CK 67728) Best chart ranking in the USA: 67






SHAPING THEIR DESTINY


If Destiny’s Child had caught the attention of Columbia, one of Sony Music’s most prestigious labels, it was because the days when groups of velvet-voiced young men reigned supreme over the music business were over. The time for girls had come at last, and it would not be long before they left their permanent mark on late 20th-century popular music with songs of quality. The bosses of record companies, who call the shots, had for some years offered their audiences numerous equally prestigious female groups who were technically proficient and charismatic—a far cry from the manufactured products of the middle years of the decade that was drawing to a close. Despite their undeniable talent, Destiny’s Child nevertheless needed to compete with groups such as 702, made up of the sisters Irish and LeMisha Grinstead, and Kameelah Williams; Total, who were signed to Bad Boy Records, P. Diddy’s label; the New York band SWV (Sisters with Voices); and Xscape, whose producer was Jermaine Dupri. But the most formidable of all were unquestionably Tionne “T-Boz” Watkins, Lisa “Left Eye” Lopes, and Rozonda “Chilli” Thomas who made up the group TLC; their second album, CrazySexyCool, released in 1994, had opened the way for a female branch of the style known as contemporary R&B, which had influenced this new generation of artists. Although Beyoncé Knowles and her associates were benefiting from the success of TLC’s single Creep, released in October 1994, they nevertheless needed to contend with these hugely talented competitors who made brilliant songs.


A strong team


Destiny’s Child were signed up by Columbia in December 1995. The contract, for seven albums, offered the group a budget of $85,000 for recording the first of these, and an advance on takings of almost $400,000, giving them considerable security after the numerous financial investments that the Knowles family had made in their effort to lead the quartet to success. Producing the record nevertheless took some considerable time, and the girls, who were then in ninth grade, attended lessons until January, after which they continued their studies by correspondence with private teachers. While they worked relentlessly on their choreography and vocal technique, Teresa LaBarbera Whites, who had been responsible for signing them to Columbia, sought out the best partners for her protégées. She had no difficulty obtaining a favorable response from the producers, composers, and songwriters of the time, easily securing the services of Vincent Herbert and Rob Fusari, Jermaine Dupri, the duo Tim & Bob (Tim Kelly and Bob Robinson), Benjamin Wright, and of course D’Wayne Wiggins, who had been a support from the outset.


Two years of toil


It would take Destiny’s Child two years to finally complete the recording of their first album, as Kelly Rowland explained in Soul Survivors. The Official Autobiography of Destiny’s Child, released in 2002: “Why did it take us so long to finish our album? Because it was our debut album and we wanted it to be perfect. […] We were thinking about our sound, our image, our marketing strategy—basically, we were thinking about anything and everything.”20 It must be said that the four singers put in a phenomenal amount of work. “My mother taught me the principles of hard work, setting my own goals and visualizing my future,” Beyoncé said in 2011. “From my early days with Destiny’s Child, I understood I had to be focused and dedicated if I wanted true success. We were taught we needed a plan and the discipline to execute that plan to the fullest. I strongly believe if you work hard, whatever you want, it will come to you. I know that’s easier said than done, but keep trying.”4


Destiny’s Child and Men in Black



Hard work paid off for Beyoncé, Kelly, LaTavia, and LeToya, for from 1997 onwards they made numerous appearances alongside developing artists. They were seen as extras in Jagged Edge’s clip Gotta Be, released by So So Def Recording, Jermaine Dupri’s label, and in the clip Can’t Stop by Lil’ O, for which they also recorded some backing vocals—making that song the very first official piece in Destiny’s Child’s discography. These collaborations prepared the public for the group’s first full-length song, Killing Time, which was included on the soundtrack album of Barry Sonnenfeld’s movie Men in Black, released in US cinemas on 2 July 1997. The international success of the film, starring Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones, benefited Killing Time, as even though the song was not heard in the movie (only Men in Black, sung by Smith, featured in the final edit), it was excellent publicity for the upcoming release of Destiny’s Child’s first album.


Unfailing professionalism


The publicity Columbia put in place for Destiny’s Child was in keeping with the success the record company hoped they would achieve. The group performed a series of promotional concerts with disconcerting ease, adapting to the most difficult conditions, as in Virginia, where they performed with aplomb in a promotional show on WJJS Radio in Roanoke. Lisa Ellis of Sony Music, who worked with them, bore witness to the singers’ professionalism in a piece for Billboard magazine in 2006: “They were in a parking lot in front of a department store on a one-foot riser with a stage. Yet those girls came prepared like they were playing Madison Square Garden. They were doing their own hair and makeup, complete with costume changes. Tina [Beyoncé’s mother] literally sewed all the clothes back then. There were no lights and cameras. Just them and a crowd of people. And they killed it.”19


When the group’s first album—entitled simply Destiny’s Child—appeared on 17 February 1998, it was an immediate success. The promotion gained momentum, and the four girls, then aged an average of 16, made headlines in the music press and were invited onto numerous American television shows. They showed great maturity in the interviews they gave, and demonstrated yet again that they were well prepared when a journalist asked them how they saw themselves in ten years’ time: “We now own our record company,” LaTavia predicted. “[…] Kelly has directed an extreme amount of videos now. LeToya is designing for everyone. I’m producing and writing, Beyoncé is running the record company, producing and writing also.”21


A minor marketing error


Although they were able to bask in the success of their first album, driven by the singles No, No, No and With Me, Destiny’s Child met Columbia’s expectations only up to a point, for the company quickly identified a problem with the group’s image. Influenced to a great extent by the soul music of The Supremes, on the record sleeve the four girls wore dresses unsuited to their young age, and even less to the dress code of contemporary R&B, which involved outfits closer to the world of sport than to the elegance of the Motown stars. Moreover, the album’s sound lacked modernity, as Beyoncé explained a few years later: “The first record was successful but not hugely successful. It was a neo-soul record and we were 15 years old. It was way too mature for us.”22 Mathew Knowles confirmed: “We wanted to brand these girls as fresh hot teenagers. Though the album had some phenomenal songs, it didn’t fit into the direction we were heading into.”15 After playing as the supporting act for a Boyz II Men tour beginning on 28 August 1998 at Pyramid Arena in Memphis, Destiny’s Child returned to work to correct this small error in communication and to win over the public in a lasting way, while the R&B wave swept through the United States and the whole world.




Tina Knowles decided to review her protégées’ outfits in 1998 when their luggage was lost in transit between Houston and Cancún, Mexico, where they were to shoot an episode of the show MTV Spring Break. Borrowing a camouflage outfit from Wyclef Jean, who was also a guest on the show, Tina hurried off to buy identical material in order to hastily make stage costumes. From then on, Destiny’s Child were never again seen dressed as they had been on the sleeve of their first album; their image finally came to fit with their musical world—and their youth.








PORTRAIT



KELLY ROWLAND, BEYONCÉ’S KINDRED SPIRIT


Born on 11 February 1981 in Atlanta, Georgia, Kelendria Trene Rowland moved to Houston at the age of seven with her mother, Doris, who was fleeing from a violent husband. That was when she met the Knowles family, to whom Doris entrusted her daughter for a summer in order to work full-time as a child minder for a wealthy family. So much did Kelendria, who preferred to be known as Kelly, take to her host family that this set-up continued. The bond with Beyoncé, the elder of the Knowles sisters, grew especially strong, to the point that they became inseparable. “We never adopted her,” Tina Knowles explained. “We never asked for custody. […] Kelly’s mother was a certified live-in nanny, and she moved from place to place. Her mother used to leave her job and bring Kelly across town for rehearsals every day. Her mom was in job transition, so Kelly came in to live with us for a couple of months. Kelly’s mom had a key to our house and to our car. Most weekends she stayed with us. She has been a part of Kelly’s life every day.”17


Kelly quickly became passionate about singing, which she practiced every Saturday morning at St John’s United Methodist Church in Houston, where the pastor, Rudy Rasmus, an emblematic figure in the city’s African-American community, welcomed her alongside other future members of Destiny’s Child. “I would definitely say church gives you a little more soul, especially when you’re listening to the music, and the music here is amazing and it fills your heart and touches your soul. I’ve been singing since I was a kid and going to church just inspired me even more,” Kelly declared in 2006.23 A great admirer of Whitney Houston, she would go on to shine with Destiny’s Child for her qualities as a singer, which made her personal career a colossal success. She even eclipsed Beyoncé’s first venture as a soloist when Dilemma—a song in which Kelly accompanies the rapper Nelly—made the top of the Billboard 200, higher than Work It Out, her kindred spirit’s first single. Even though Crazy in Love, a song from Beyoncé’s first album, focused the media’s attention on the latter a year later, Kelly Rowland enjoyed a prestigious career, selling several million albums between 2002 and 2024, on top of the more than 60 million sold with Destiny’s Child. Her friendship with Beyoncé remained intact over the years. “Our relationship goes deeper than Destiny’s Child,” she told Ebony in 2000. “That’s my sister, and I love her and I know she feels the same way about me. We have each other’s back, no matter what.”24





PORTRAIT



LATAVIA ROBERSON: A YOUNG MODEL WITH A CATCHY FLOW


Born on 1 November 1981 in Houston, LaTavia Marie Roberson discovered singing and dancing at a very early age. She was spotted by a modeling agency and attracted attention in 1993 in an advertisement for the haircare brand Just for Me, aimed at African Americans. Her dance steps and hip-hop flow, worthy of Salt-N-Pepa, had caught the eye of her agent, who invited her to take part in an audition for a young female group then being formed. In 1989 she joined Girls Tyme, alongside Beyoncé, with whom she became friends. “Our relationship was wonderful. I was 8 years old when I auditioned for Destiny’s Child. I was waiting in line next to Beyoncé, and that’s when I met her. We made the group that became Girls Tyme, then we had several other names. Then I met Kelly in elementary school, and Beyoncé met LaToya in middle school two years later. We started working together and built a friendship.”25


Following her departure from Destiny’s Child in 2000, LaTavia entered a difficult period, falling into a severe depression triggered by the brutal break-up and the feeling that her future was slipping away. After struggling with drug addiction and breaking free of abuse, years later LaTavia appeared on the television show R&B Divas: Atlanta, alongside her old friend Kameelah Williams, formerly of the group 702, as well as Angie Stone, LaTocha Scott from Xscape, Faith Evans, and Nicci Gilbert from Brownstone.


Despite many personal and professional setbacks, she remained an important figure on the R&B scene in the 2000s, and even today speaks up for minorities. “When I did resurface, what I heard even in my darkest moments was to ‘give back.’ When I came back into the light, I’ve been doing just that. I ended up on R&B Divas, I’ve been doing a lot of speaking, philanthropy work, and things for the LGBT community. I’m in the studio working with some artists behind the scenes—to be the mogul behind putting out projects for other artists.”25






PORTRAIT


LETOYA LUCKETT: IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF WHITNEY HOUSTON


LeToya Nicole Luckett was born in Houston on 11 March 1981. Her introduction to singing was through the choir of Brentwood Baptist Church, where she secretly imitated her idols Janet Jackson and Whitney Houston. At school she met Beyoncé, with whom she soon joined Girls Tyme, the group that would later become Destiny’s Child. It was when the group were signed by Columbia, in the winter of 1995, that tension first surfaced between LeToya and her three friends, with her mother Pamela demanding that her lawyer read the recording contract—a decision that seemed entirely legitimate but that displeased Mathew Knowles. Once she had broken away from the group that had launched her career, LeToya joined Capitol Records, with whom in 2006 she released her first solo album, LeToya, which went to the top of the Billboard 200 and earned her considerable success. After the release of her second album, Lady Love, in 2009, she turned to the cinema, appearing in Preacher’s Kid and Killers in 2010, From the Rough in 2011, and Lucky Girl in 2015. She also worked in television, appearing in Treme in 2011 and Single Ladies in 2014.


LeToya subsequently released a series of quality singles (Don’t Make Me Wait in 2014, I’m Ready and Together in 2015, then Back 2 Life in 2016), even though her renown would never equal that of her former colleagues in Destiny’s Child. Like her friend LaTavia Roberson, LeToya Luckett became an active philanthropist, notably with regard to women who were victims of domestic violence.






SECOND NATURE


(Chris Jasper, Ernie Isley, Kymberli Armstrong, Marvin Isley, O’Kelly Isley, Ronald Isley, Terry T/5’09)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Raymond McKinley: bass guitar / Lee Neal: drums / D’Wayne Wiggins: guitar / Jamie Hawkins: Fender Rhodes / Recording: House of Music, Oakland: 1996 to 1998 / Pajama Studios, Oakland: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producers: D’Wayne Wiggins, Jay Lincoln, Terry T / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles


With the first song of their official discography, Destiny’s Child decided to pay homage to their soul roots, revisiting with their musicians the instrumental section of a classic by The Isley Brothers, Make Me Say It Again, Girl. The Isley Brothers song is a track in two sections entitled Make Me Say It Again, Girl (Part I & II), recorded with their associate Chris Jasper. Here, it is completely re-recorded rather than sampled, which gives Second Nature unquestionable cachet, sustained by the lead vocals of Beyoncé Knowles. Raymond McKinley, legendary bass guitarist with Patti LaBelle, endows this first track with an irresistible groove. The choice of instruments used, such as the Fender Rhodes electric piano, is not insignificant, for Mathew Knowles and the producers, D’Wayne Wiggins, Jay Lincoln, and Terry T, were determined to give Destiny’s Child’s songs a soul quality that proudly contrasted with the ultra-modern R&B productions of rival artists at the time. “Live instrumentation was a big part of the thought process [of] going back to a kind of urbane sound that was similar to neo-soul,” Mathew Knowles explained.15 It is true that this first track on the album may remind the listener of the languor of Welcome or Sumthin’ Sumthin’, from Maxwell’s first album, Maxwell’s Urban Hang Suite, released in 1996, as well as the soul hits of the 1970s, which artists positioned on their LPs between two explosive, danceable funk numbers. Destiny’s Child would soon emulate this artistic trend in order to reach out to a younger audience, more partial to dance than to ballads with a sound that, at the time, seemed a touch outdated.






SINGLE


NO, NO, NO PART 2
(FEATURING WYCLEF JEAN)



(Barry White, Calvin Gaines, Mary Brown, Rob Fusari, Vincent Herbert/3’30)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Wyclef Jean: rap, backing vocals / Recording / Chung King Studios, New York: 1996 to 1998 / Digital Services Recording Studios, Houston: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producers: Wyclef Jean, Che Greene, Jerry Duplessis / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineers: James Hoover, Warren Riker, Rawle Gittens / Assistant recording engineer: Storm Jefferson / Released in the USA by Sony Music/Columbia: 27 October 1997 (ref.: 38K 78618) / Best chart ranking in the USA: 3


It was unquestionably with this hit, remixed by the highly popular Wyclef Jean, that Destiny’s Child gained admittance to the ranks of the greats. There are two versions of the song, which saw the light of day in the basement of a producer named Rob Fusari, a young man who a few years later would become the mentor of a certain Lady Gaga. No, No, No Part I, which appears a little later on the album, caught the attention of Teresa LaBarbera Whites when she was looking for hits for her protégées, Destiny’s Child. Once the song had been found, recorded, and produced in a soul vein close to that of Second Nature, the team had the idea of offering the task of remixing it to Wyclef Jean of the Fugees—then world hip-hop superstars after the global success of their second LP, The Score (who could forget Ready or Not, Fu-Gee-La, and their version of Roberta Flack’s Killing Me Softly?). Jean willingly accepted, charmed by the quartet’s vocal prowess, and invited them to come and re-record their voice takes in New York, his remix being at a faster tempo than the original version. Destiny’s Child then faced two insoluble problems. On the one hand, the budget allocated for recording their album had been practically exhausted and, on the other, Wyclef Jean’s timetable was extremely tight: his plane needed to leave New York at 3pm. The session was thus held at breakneck speed, creating an unprecedentedly competitive atmosphere, which in turn produced Destiny’s Child’s signature vocal quality, especially that of Beyoncé, the lead singer in the song. Jean urged her to sing as quickly as possible, something she carried off in masterly fashion, as he recalled in 2017: “I knew they came from Texas. […] What if I could have Beyoncé sing in the double timing, almost like she’s rhyming, like the dudes from Texas at the time? Everything was…double timing, but you never heard girls doing that.”26 Beyoncé followed Jean’s shrewd advice and delivered an unforgettable performance of the song, which made an impact on the radio. No, No, No Part 2 was released at the same time as No, No, No Part 1, the two singles thus increasing Destiny’s Child’s chance of making it on to the Billboard chart. The ploy paid off, and the group secured their first Top 10 place in the US charts.




[image: ]


HEADPHONES AT THE READY


The singer Barry White is credited on No, No, No Part 2 because a sample from his instrumental piece Strange Games & Things, which features on the album My Sweet Summer Suite by his group Love Unlimited Orchestra, released in 1976, was used as the song’s melodic base.









SINGLE


WITH ME PART I
(FEATURING JD)



(Jermaine Dupri, Manuel Seal, Master P/3’22)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Jermaine Dupri: rap / Recording: KrossWire Studios, College Park, Georgia: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producers: Manuel Seal, Jermaine Dupri / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineers: Brian Frye, Phil Tan / Released in the USA by Sony Music/Columbia: 20 January 1998 (CD single ref.: 666147 6) / Best chart ranking in the USA: did not make the charts


To say that Mathew Knowles and Teresa LaBarbera Whites managed to surround themselves with the best composers and producers of the day for Destiny’s Child’s first album would be understating the matter. After Wyclef Jean and Rob Fusari, it was the turn of Jermaine Dupri to come and work with this still-unknown group of Texan singers. Dupri owed his renown to the international success of the duo Kriss Kross, which he had set up and produced, and for whom he had created one of the hits of 1992, Jump. The star producer, who also boasted the recent triumph of the singles Always Be My Baby by Mariah Carey and Just Kickin’ It and Understanding by Xscape, drew inspiration from another of his successes—Usher’s You Make Me Wanna—in order to write With Me Part I. The youthful Destiny’s Child sang the lyrics, which deal with romantic relationships, even though their experience of such things must have been limited in view of their age. “We didn’t know what we were talking about,” laughed LeToya Luckett of the song a few years later, “but it sounded good and people were rocking with it.”27 Featuring a sample from Freak Hoes, a song released on Tru 2 da Game—the fourth album by the New Orleans group TRU (The Real Untouchables), consisting of Master P, Silkk the Shocker, and C-Murder—With Me Part I was released as a single in January 1998, without, alas, repeating the success of No, No, No Part 1 and No, No, No Part 2.






TELL ME


(Bob Robinson, Tim Kelley/4’50)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Anthony Papa Michael: acoustic guitar / Recording: LaCoCo Studios, Atlanta: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producers: Bob Robinson, Tim Kelley / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineer: John Frye


This was the first time the writers and composers Tim Kelley and Bob Robinson had worked with Destiny’s Child. Known as Tim & Bob, the pair had started out working with the producer Dallas Austin, recording Miss Thang, the first album by the young performer Monica, then aged 12. The two artists had already offered songs to Destiny’s Child when in 1993 Daryl Simmons signed the group to his company Silent Partner Productions. On learning they had just been signed by Columbia, Tim & Bob sent demos of their new songs to their contact at the record company, hoping they would catch the attention of Destiny’s Child’s entourage. The languorous Tell Me was chosen, and Beyoncé, LeToya, LaTavia, and Kelly immediately recorded it to feature on their first album.





BRIDGES


(Al Green, D’Wayne Wiggins, Michelle Hailey/4’03)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / D’Wayne Wiggins: guitar, bass guitar, drums / Carl Wheeler: Fender Rhodes, synthesizers? / Jay Lincoln: Fender Rhodes, synthesizers? / Vincent Lars: saxophone / Bill Ortiz: trumpet / Recording: Live Oak Studios, Berkeley: 1996 to 1998 / House of Music, Oakland: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producer: D’Wayne Wiggins / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineer: Dave Everingham


As he had done in Second Nature, producer D’Wayne Wiggins decided to use the instrumental part of a soul classic as the foundation for the song he was going to suggest to Destiny’s Child. This time it was Al Green’s Simply Beautiful, which the soul musician had recorded in 1971 for his fifth album, I’m Still in Love with You. Once again, this approach gave an undeniable cachet to the reinterpretation, which was enhanced by the powerful voices of the four young women, with Beyoncé Knowles leading the way. Wiggins himself played guitar, bass guitar, and drums in the piece, calling on the services of the saxophonist Vincent Lars and the trumpet player Bill Ortiz, who had accompanied Wiggins’ group Tony! Toni! Toné! on their 1993–1995 tour, as a supporting act for Janet Jackson.






NO, NO, NO PART 1


(Calvin Gaines, Mary Brown, Rob Fusari, Vincent Herbert/4’08)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Recording: Chung King Recording Studios, New York: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producers: Rob Fusari, Vincent Herbert / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineers: Alex Olsson, Michael Roach / Released in the USA by Sony Music/Columbia: 27 October 1997 (ref.: 38K 78618) / Best chart ranking in the USA: 3


Before it shot to the top of the charts in October 1997, the song No, No, No had been created by a young producer no one had heard of before: Rob Fusari. Fusari, who worked on his demo recordings in the basement of his mother’s house, formed a relationship with Vincent Herbert, a producer Teresa LaBarbera Whites had approached with a view to his working on Destiny’s Child’s first album. “One day he came to my mom’s basement and I was working on the hook to No, No, No,” Fusari recalled. “When I played it for him, he said, ‘You’ve got to give me a copy of that. I’m working with this group who might be able to do that.’ I gave him a cassette, and he calls me that night and says, ‘We’re cutting the record. And I’ve got a guarantee it will be their first single.’”28 The song was subsequently reworked with Herbert and the writers Calvin Gaines and Mary Brown, before finally being re-recorded with the group in Manhattan. The two versions of No, No, No (Parts 1 and 2) were released in the same format and sent simultaneously to radio stations and MTV, two different clips having been shot for the occasion.






WITH ME PART II
(FEATURING MASTER P)



(Beyoncé Knowles, Jermaine Dupri, Kelly Rowland, LaTavia Roberson, LeToya Luckett, Manuel Seal, Master P/4’14)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Master P: rap / Recording: ? / Technical team: Producers: Mean Green, Craig B, KLC, O’Dell / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles


As with No, No, No, the first song to be taken from the album, it was decided to release a song in two different forms as the group’s second single. Initially produced by Jermaine Dupri and Manuel Seal, With Me was entrusted to the rapper Master P for him to come up with a reinterpretation, recording his voice in it in the process. “I gave them one of their first hit records,” he said in 2013. “I’m definitely proud of them. To watch where she’s at, it’s amazing knowing that this was the same girl that was in my basement at my studio looking for records, and now she’s able to reach her dreams.”29 “He was a very good person,” said Destiny’s Child’s LeToya. “Everybody stereotypes him, saying he’s this gangsta rapper... But he’s not, he’s a big teddy bear on the inside. He’s a very sweet person, he’s very professional. He’s just a great person, a cool person, and someone who you can talk to.”30





SHOW ME THE WAY


(Carl Breeding, Darcy Aldridge, Jeffrey Bowden/4’17)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Preston Crump: bass guitar / Carl Washington: additional instruments / Recording: Digital Services Recording Studios, Houston: 1996 to 1998 / Patchwerk Recording Studios, Atlanta: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producer: Carl Washington / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineers: James Hoover, Mike Wilson / Arrangements: Darcy Aldridge


In Show Me the Way, a song totally rooted in the neo-soul wave of the late 1990s, producer Carl Washington evokes the synth-pop of Prince and the 1980s funk of Rick James and his girl band Mary Jane Girls. The song’s rhythm and the placing of Beyoncé’s voice evoke, in turn, the sensuality of Maxwell, the fine groove of Erykah Badu and Meshell Ndegeocello, and the heady melodies of the incomparable Brand New Heavies. Co-written by Carl Breeding, Jeffrey Bowden, and Darcy Aldridge, who had already worked together on albums for Jagged Edge, Kaycee, and Bobby Brown, the track is yet more proof that Mathew Knowles and Teresa LaBarbera Whites had a flair for surrounding themselves with the most influential hit-makers of the time.






KILLING TIME


(D’Wayne Wiggins, Taura Stinson/5’07)


Musicians


Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals


Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals


LeToya Luckett: backing vocals


LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals


D’Wayne Wiggins: additional instruments


Lee Neal: percussion


Recording


House of Music, Oakland: 1996 to 1998


Pajama Studios, Oakland: 1996 to 1998


Technical team


Producer: D’Wayne Wiggins


Executive producer: Mathew Knowles


Recording engineers: Charles Brackins, Joey Swails


String arrangements: Benjamin Wright


Genesis


In 1997 a freshly made demo recording of Killing Time caught the attention of Randy Jackson, an artistic director at Columbia, and was due to be included on the soundtrack of a movie that was about to hit the cinemas: Men in Black, starring Will Smith and Tommy Lee Jones. The movie’s international success in the summer of 1997 offered a welcome visibility to the four singers, whose renown continued to grow even before their first LP came out in February 1998. For her part, Beyoncé, now aged 17, learned a precious lesson in professionalism from working with the actor who played Agent J in the movie: “It can be hard sometimes, but I respect the fact that without fans, there’d be nothing. I learned that from Will Smith. We were just starting out and had a song on the Men in Black soundtrack. I met him at a publicity event for the film. I knew he was exhausted, but he looked at every person and said their names. He was so nice. I said to myself, ‘that’s the way I’m going to be’. I want to be as gracious as I possibly can be with my public, as my way of respecting their support and their love, because that’s what it’s all about.”32


Production


Although it was never released as a single, Killing Time was nevertheless the very first song by Destiny’s Child to reach the public. Taura Stinson, a member of the group Emage, who in 1993 wrote the hit Gangsta Lean for the Sacramento R&B trio DRS, co-wrote this song with caustic lyrics. Thanks to her fiancé, Alonzo Jackson (who had taken charge of production of the first demo recording by Girls Tyme in 1991, when the young singers had recorded at Arne Frager’s Record Plant), Stinson, on arriving in New York, met the most influential artists of the time: A Tribe Called Quest, De La Soul, and Tony! Toni! Toné!, the new jack swing trio comprising Timothy Christian Riley, Raphael Saadiq, and D’Wayne Wiggins. It was during a meeting with Wiggins that their collaboration came about, as Stinson recalled in 2011. “We just came to a studio one day and he just had the guitar and it just came out. And the lyrics were totally different because I was actually writing about my ex boyfriend who was always high on weed. And so, the song was ‘I’m waiting for you when you come back to reality.’ So obviously we had to change some of the words once he actually put it on the group […].”31




FOR DESTINY’S CHILD ADDICTS


The promotion put in place by the inclusion of Killing Time on the soundtrack of Men in Black in the summer of 1997 stated that the group’s first album, then in the process of production, would be named after a song on its track listing: Bridges. This was dropped a few months later in favor of the sober title Destiny’s Child.









ILLUSION
(FEATURING WYCLEF JEAN AND PRAS FROM REFUGEE CAMP)



(Ashley Ingram, Isaac Hayes, Leee John, Steve Jolley, Tony Swain/3’51)


Musicians


Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals


Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals


LeToya Luckett: backing vocals


LaTavia Roberson: rap, backing vocals


Wyclef Jean: rap


Pras: rap


Recording


?: 1996 to 1998


Technical team


Producers: Wyclef Jean, Jerry Duplessis, Pras


Executive producer: Mathew Knowles


Genesis


In order to grasp the impact that New Jersey trio Fugees had on popular culture with the release of their second album, The Score, in 1996, we should not see the record as another rap hit, but rather consider the unprecedented international triumph of a group that championed this musical aesthetic. Vocalist Lauryn Hill and rappers Wyclef Jean and Pras sold more than 22 million copies of this album, which was adored by an entire generation. Lauryn Hill went on to pursue a triumphant (but too short) career with the release of her only solo studio album, The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill, in 1998, while in the same year Pras also tried his luck with the album Ghetto Supastar and the single of the same name. For his part, Wyclef Jean became, alongside his personal discography, a producer known for his work with Whitney Houston (My Love Is Your Love, in 1998), Santana (Maria Maria, in 1999), and Mya (Pussycats, in 2000). It is therefore a crack team that features on Illusion, for the two men from Fugees are both producers and also rap with energy and elegance. To create the track, they delved into their record library and composed its structure based on several songs.


Production


First of all Beyoncé uses the melodic line of Just an Illusion, released by the British band Imagination in 1982, for her vocal line. On the instrumental side there is a sample from Hung Up on my Baby by Isaac Hayes, but also a line borrowed from Mind Playing Tricks on Me, by the Texas hip-hop group Geto Boys. Once envisaged as the third single from the Destiny’s Child album, Illusion was eventually released in a promotional format, Columbia having decided to start production of the group’s second album as soon as possible. At their label’s request, the singers re-recorded their vocal parts for the version of the song remixed by Maurice Joshua, entitled Illusion (Maurice’s Radio Mix), which would set clubs dancing all over the world. This reinterpretation features a nod to another disco classic, Best of My Love by The Emotions. “It’s not that we didn’t love Illusion, but we were minors and it’s the executives who make the decisions,” said LaTavia Roberson, who had a rare vocal lead on the track. “The label wanted us to move on and create more age-appropriate music.”15






BIRTHDAY


(Beyoncé Knowles, D’Wayne Wiggins, Kelly Rowland, LaTavia Roberson/5’13)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / John “Jubu” Smith: guitar / Jay Lincoln: synthesizers / D’Wayne Wiggins: bass guitar, drums, synthesizers / Recording: Live Oak Studios, Berkeley: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producer: D’Wayne Wiggins / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineer: Dave Everingham / String arrangements: Benjamin Wright


Who has never dreamed of closing their eyes on their birthday and hearing Beyoncé sing to them that all their wishes will come true? That is the fantasy that producer D’Wayne Wiggins created with Birthday, where sensuality is prominent, even though the singers were still very young to be singing about love. “I’ve heard a lot of people say that it might have been maybe before our time,” LaTavia Roberson explained. “It was sensual, but we just suggested sensual things. But at that age, you start to think about certain things, per se. We were young girls that were coming into our own. We were young girls that were starting to experience things.”27





SAIL ON


(Lionel Richie/4’04)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Kenny Demery: guitar / Cory Rooney: programming / Recording: The Hit Factory, New York: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producers: Cory Rooney, Mark Morales / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineer: Ian Dalsemer


Cory Rooney and Mark Morales, producers of Sail On, were well known to lovers of R&B, having composed and produced Real Love, the single that propelled Mary J. Blige to the forefront of the hip-hop scene in 1992. Here, the inseparable hit-makers offered a reinterpretation of a 1970s soul standard: Sail On by Lionel Richie’s group the Commodores, released in 1979 on the album Midnight Magic. The nod is emphasized, and the homage appreciated, but the numerous references to soul music’s culture struggle to convince the listener that the young singers had managed to absorb their influences so as to produce a truly innovative piece of work. Momentum is lost here at the end of the album, and the hits No, No, No Part 2 and With Me Part II already seem to be buried deep in the listener’s memory. It is a safe bet that this was also the view of Columbia, who wasted no time in sending Destiny’s Child to record new songs for their new album, which would prove to be a milestone in the history of pop music.






MY TIME HAS COME
(DEDICATED TO ANDRETTA TILLMAN)



(Reed Vertelney, Sylvia Bennett-Smith/4’23)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Steve Forman: percussion / David Frank: piano / Recording: Digital Services Recording Studios, Houston: 1996 to 1998 / Castle Oak Studios, Calabasas: 1996 to 1998 / Manhattan Ave. Studios, Topanga: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producer: Sylvia Bennett-Smith / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineers: Eric Fischer, James Hoover, Mike Arnold, Paul Arnold


Although Destiny’s Child enjoyed resounding success right from their first album, their path to glory was fraught with pitfalls—some harder to overcome than others. One of these was the loss of Andretta Tillman, their first manager, whose sudden death left a permanent mark on the young artists. A former employee of Houston Lighting and Power, Tillman had devoted herself to Destiny’s Child’s development, and—along with Denise Seals and Deborah LaDay of D&D Management—was one of the first to support them. After initiating the transformation of Girls Tyme into Destiny’s Child in partnership with Mathew Knowles, Tillman was forced to entrust the group to him when illness prevented her from pursuing her career as a talent-spotter. Suffering from systemic lupus erythematosus, Andretta Tillman passed away on 16 May 1997, while her protégées were still recording their first album. Like Darlette Johnson, Tillman was a pivotal figure in the career of Beyoncé Knowles, and this last track on the album is dedicated to her. In addition, this was the first time the group had worked with the composer Sylvia Bennett-Smith, who also co-wrote the songs Forever Starts Today and I Try, which were recorded during the same period but remain unreleased.






COLLABORATIONS


SINGLE


CAN’T STOP
(LIL’ O FEATURING DESTINY’S CHILD)



(Beyoncé Knowles, Carl Gladstone McIntosh, Derek Edwards, Jane Eugene, Oreoluwa Magnus-Lawson, Steve Orlando Nichol/3’49)


Musicians: Oreoluwa Magnus “Lil’ O” Lawson: rap / Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Recording: ? / Technical team: Producer: Derek “Grizz” Edwards / Executive producers: Bilal Allah, Mathew Knowles / Can’t Stop (single) / Released in the USA by MCA Records: 1997 (ref.: MCADS-55356) / Best chart ranking in the USA: did not make the charts


Although the first song Destiny’s Child released was Killing Time, included on the soundtrack of Men in Black, which was in cinemas during the summer of 1997, this collaboration with the rapper Lil’ O was the first commercially available track featuring the young singers’ voices. Recorded over a sample from Hangin’ on a String (Contemplating), released by the British group Loose Ends in 1985, Can’t Stop was the first single by Lil’ O, a young rapper of Nigerian descent who had been raised in Houston and whom Mathew Knowles discovered when he was launching his management company. Knowles quickly secured a contract for his protégé with MCA Records, at the time the world’s biggest hip-hop label, whose catalog included such artists as New Edition, Mary J. Blige, and Jodeci. This amateur businessman, whose intuition was matched only by his commitment to his daughter’s career, suggested to MCA that the single include backing vocals by Destiny’s Child (who were still known as Cliché at the time), and—why not?—that they make an appearance in the clip. When Can’t Stop was finally released, in 1997, Destiny’s Child had already been signed by Columbia, and their career had taken off.





JUST BE STRAIGHT WITH ME
(SILKK THE SHOCKER FEATURING MASTER P, DESTINY’S CHILD, O’DELL, MO B. DICK)



(Silkk the Shocker, Master P, Destiny’s Child, O’Dell, Mo B. Dick/4’21)


Musicians: Silkk the Shocker: rap / Master P: rap / O’Dell: rap / Mo B. Dick: rap / Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Recording: ?: 1997 / Technical team: Producer: Craig B / Executive producer: Master P / Silkk the Shocker Charge It 2 Da Game (album) / Released in the USA by No Limit Records/Priority Records: 17 February 1998 (album ref.: P1 50716, CD ref.: P2 50716) / Best chart ranking in the USA: 57


Destiny’s Child worked with numerous other artists before the release of their first album. Here, it is the rapper Silkk the Shocker who calls on the young women’s services: in this new jack swing number they sing the choruses, which are largely inspired by those in Just Be Good to Me by S.O.S. Band, released in 1983 and produced by the inevitable Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis (who were fired by Prince from his band The Time because of their work on the S.O.S. Band album—at the time Prince did not tolerate musical disloyalty). Although there is no mention of this minor borrowing on the sleeve of the single, it featured on the album Charge It 2 Da Game, which was a colossal success on its release, reaching number 3 on the Billboard 200 and the top spot on Top R&B/Hip-Hop Albums, thus drawing attention to Destiny’s Child, who were decidedly omnipresent.






ONCE A FOOL
(DESTINY’S CHILD AND WILLIAM FLOYD)



(The Characters, Shamello/Buddah Epitome, William Floyd, Beyoncé/3’18)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: vocals, backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: vocals, backing vocals / William Floyd: rap / Recording: ?: 1998 / Technical team: Producers: Shamello/Buddah Epitome / eMusic Presents NFL Jams (compilation) / Released in the USA by eMusic: 29 September 1998 (CD ref.: 15095-3724-2)


A former American football star with the San Francisco 49ers, William “Bar None” Floyd had recently joined the Carolina Panthers in Charlotte when he worked with Destiny’s Child in 1998. It must be said this was a substantial undertaking, for the project, initiated by eMusic, an avant-garde online music store launched in 1998, aimed to bring together R&B stars and famous American football players on a single compilation. Foxy Brown and Andre Rison, Boyz II Men and Garrison Hearst, and Faith Evans and Jeff Blake were all combinations capable of entrancing fans of both sport and pop. On the first track on the record there is even a certain Michael Jackson. But listeners should not be deceived. This is not the King of Pop slumming it with sports stars: it is Michael Dywane Jackson Dyson, former wide receiver with the Cleveland Browns and subsequently with the Baltimore Ravens. The members of Destiny’s Child, always ready to lend their crystal-clear voices to an artistically worthwhile song, shared with William Floyd this track that is not without interest, and was perfectly in keeping with the R&B fashion of the time.






COLLABORATIONS


GET ON THE BUS
(FEATURING TIMBALAND)



(Missy Elliott, Timbaland/4’46)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: vocals, backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: vocals, backing vocals / Timbaland: rap / Recording: Manhattan Center Studios, New York: 1998 / Technical team: Producers: Missy Elliott, Timbaland / Recording engineer: Senator Jimmy D / Assistant recording engineer: Todd Wachsmuth / Why Do Fools Fall in Love: Music from and Inspired by the Motion Picture (compilation) / Released in the USA by EastWest/Elektra Records/Goldmine Inc.: 8 September 1998 (CD ref.: 62265-2)


On 28 August 1998 American cinemas screened the new film by Gregory Nava, Why Do Fools Fall in Love, which told the story of the singer Frankie Lymon and his group, Frankie Lymon and The Teenagers. The renowned artist, who died from a heroin overdose at the age of 25, is played by Larenz Tate. Very quickly, two different soundtrack albums were made. While the first of these, Why Do Fools Fall in Love: Original Versions from the Movie, features the songs from the film, most of them drawn from the repertoire of North American music (it includes Little Richard, The Platters, and Otis Redding), the second, entitled Why Do Fools Fall in Love: Music from and Inspired by the Motion Picture, contains many songs that were merely inspired by the movie but didn’t feature in it. This practice, much in vogue in the late 1990s and early 2000s, is in fact a ploy by record companies wishing to draw attention to their young stars and fill their coffers in the process. Numerous compilations of this kind packed the record shops, thus supporting the promotion of the films in question (for example, in no particular order, Blade in 1998, M:I-2 in 2000, 8 Mile and Spider-Man in 2002, and School of Rock/Rock Academy in 2003), and for the most part featuring unreleased songs by very popular artists. For their participation in Why Do Fools Fall in Love: Music from and Inspired by the Motion Picture, Destiny’s Child called on the services of two influential and respected individuals: the rapper Missy Elliott and the producer Timbaland. Beyoncé’s flow is fast and precise, and the track’s instrumental element is hard-hitting. Unquestionably, what we are seeing is akin to an ugly duckling turning into a swan—or rather a very well-behaved young singer who had not assimilated her musical influences turning into a star of urban music with an immaculate, incisive style. For all these reasons, Get on the Bus is on several counts the song that bridged the gap between the timid Destiny’s Child and the grandiose The Writing’s on the Wall. The track also features as a bonus on the “international edition” of the latter, released in 1999.





SHE’S GONE
(MATTHEW MARSDEN FEATURING DESTINY’S CHILD)



(Daryl Hall, John Oates/3’50)


Musicians: Matthew Marsden: vocals / Beyoncé Knowles: backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: spoken voice, backing vocals / Stephen Dante: backing vocals / Recording: Nomis Studios, London: 1998 / Technical team: Producers: Neville Henry, Karen Gibbs / Executive producer: John Williams / Recording engineer: Jim Lowe / Assistant recording engineer: Pete Frith / Matthew Marsden Say Who (album) / Released in the UK by Columbia/Viper Records: 26 October 1998 (CD ref.: 492529 2)


Does anyone today remember the MiniDisc format—that small audio disc launched by Sony in the early 1990s, which struggled to find favor with consumers despite its undeniable advantages over CDs that jumped in a Discman or cassettes that often became demagnetized? Perhaps Matthew Marsden—whose first album, Say Who, was released in Europe only in this unloved format—does. In the United Kingdom, on the other hand, where Marsden had been a star ever since appearing in the enormously popular television series Coronation Street, he enjoyed a launch to great fanfare in CD format, achieving considerable success in 1998. Columbia Records, which had just signed Destiny’s Child, but also this young actor with a view to giving him a future career as a singer (a sweet baby face and resounding success will never fail to appeal to a record company), had the idea of bringing together its new recruits to boost the sales of both. Although it was a fine thought—above all from a financial point of view—it did not manage to save this feeble cover version of the single by Daryl Hall and John Oates which Atlantic had released in 1973. For Destiny’s Child, however, the publicity was welcome, and introduced the group to the United Kingdom, where success awaited them.






OUTTAKES


KNOW THAT


(Andre Robinson, Rachel Oden/4’27)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Tim Shider: synthesizers, bass guitar / Recording: Platinum Island Studio, New York: 1996 to 1998 / Digital Services Recording Studios, Houston: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producer: Father Shaheed / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Vocal arrangements: Cha’n André / Japanese edition of Destiny’s Child (album) / Released in Japan by Sony Records: 1 March 1998 (CD ref.: SRCS 8504)


With its introductory motif borrowed from Suzanne Vega’s Tom’s Diner, Know That is the result of Destiny’s Child’s collaboration with the producer Father Shaheed, DJ with the legendary New Jersey hip-hop group Poor Righteous Teachers. The song, which proudly proclaims the new jack swing that was in vogue at the start of the 1990s, also contains the quartet’s neo-soul influences, especially thanks to the vocal arrangements by Cha’n André, who had previously worked on productions by Paula Abdul and Kaycee. It is a devilishly groovy song, in which the intrinsic sensuality of Destiny’s Child is given full expression. In 1998, you had to travel to Japan and buy the Japanese edition of the album to be able to enjoy this bonus track.





YOU’RE THE ONLY ONE


(D’Wayne Wiggins, Taura Stinson/3’23)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Recording: ?: 1996 to 1998 / Technical team: Producers: Calvin Gaines, Mark Wilson, Vincent Herbert, Rob Fusari / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / European re-release of Destiny’s Child (album) / Released in Europe by Columbia: 3 September 2001 (ref.: COL 488535 9)


It is a shame that this extraordinarily groovy song was not included on the standard edition of Destiny’s Child, but only on the album’s European version. The funk guitar is reminiscent of Lovely Jane by Dag (1994), a burst of pop-funk unleashed on the world at a time when young people still listened to rock music. The straight rhythm put in place by the producers Calvin Gaines, Mark Wilson, Vincent Herbert, and Rob Fusari, accompanied by the aforementioned guitar, also recalls the instrumental tracks of the soundtrack to the video game Interstate ’76, released by Activision in 1997, played by the session group Bullmark and born of the collaboration between the producers, Jason Slater and Kelly W. Rogers, and the video game developer.





ALBUM



The Writing’s On The Wall


Intro (The Writing’s On The Wall) • So Good • Bills, Bills, Bills • Confessions • Bug a Boo • Temptation • Now That She’s Gone • Where’d You Go • Hey Ladies • If You Leave • Jumpin’, Jumpin’ • Say My Name • She Can’t Love You • Stay • Sweet Sixteen • Outro (Amazing Grace…Dedicated to Andretta Tillman)


Released in the USA by Sony Music/Columbia: 14 July 1999 (album ref.: C2 69870, CD ref.: CK 69870) Best chart ranking in the USA: 5






THE CORONATION ALBUM


The commercial success of Destiny’s Child encouraged Columbia to launch production of the group’s second album. To that end, Teresa LaBarbera Whites went to the moon and back for her protégées, calling in the crème de la crème of songwriters, composers, and producers, all of whom were more than happy to write for the four promising artists. Among these top choices was one of the greatest American talents of the time, hit-maker Rodney “Darkchild” Jerkins, whose successes everyone was talking about. After turning Brandy & Monica into global superstars with the duet The Boy Is Mine in 1998, the studio wizard continued his ascent with the classic Whitney Houston number It’s Not Right But It’s Okay the same year. LaShawn Daniels—Jerkins’ partner in this takeover of radio stations the world over following the success of The Boy Is Mine—was also brought in, as were Kevin “She’kspere” Briggs and his wife Kandi Burruss, the successful duo behind TLC’s triumphant international hit No Scrubs, released on 2 February 1999. Rapper Missy Elliott and Chad “Dr. Ceuss” Elliott rounded off the team, joining regulars Darryl Simmons and D’Wayne Wiggins and newcomer Jovonn Alexander. Once this mind-blowing list had been approved by the record company’s teams, Destiny’s Child were finally ready to hit the recording studios.


Beyoncé in charge


As the album got underway, Beyoncé Knowles assumed the mantle of team leader, as well as co-composer, co-writer, and co-producer for most of the songs. “The label didn’t really believe we were pop stars,” she explained in 2016. “They underestimated us, and because of that, they allowed us to write our own songs and write our own video treatments. It ended up being the best thing, because that’s when I became an artist and took control. It wasn’t a conscious thing. It was because we had a vision for ourselves and nobody really cared to ask us what our vision was. So we created it on our own, and once it was successful, I realized that we had the power to create whatever vision we wanted for ourselves.”33 The four artists wanted to choose the themes for their songs, and got together very early on in the writing process to discuss the issues they would tackle in their lyrics. “It was really like waiting to exhale writing the songs,” Beyoncé said later. “We all got together and just talked about how it is being in a relationship.”34 “When you listen to our album, every woman and every man will love it because it talks about real relationship issues,” Kelly Rowland continued. “It deals with the side of love that people tend to run away from, like if a relationship is going to work out or if it isn’t.”34


Once the instrumentals were in the bag, the singers wrote during recording sessions with no prior preparation, inspired as never before by their own love affairs. The songs that emerged were modern and highly effective, clearly different from the neo-soul feel of the first album, and won them devoted audiences who loved the sensual, very danceable R&B that quickly invaded the airwaves.


1998–1999: the R&B wave comes crashing in


While they prepared this second album, Destiny’s Child had plenty of inspiration but were also aware of the fierce competition they faced. In addition to the hits that made R&B popular from 1998 onwards, a succession of cult albums turned the late ’90s into a golden age for this genre. The list of major albums produced between 1997 and 1999 is enough to make your head spin, but it’s worth mentioning a few to show the sheer scale of the challenge our four Texans were facing: Janet Jackson’s The Velvet Rope, Whitney Houston’s My Love Is Your Love, Monica’s The Boy Is Mine, Brandy’s Never Say Never, Xscape’s Traces of My Lipstick, TLC’s Fanmail, Kelis’s Kaleidoscope, Mariah Carey’s Rainbow, Jennifer Lopez’s On the 6, along with Christina Aguilera’s first LP and 702’s second album, were just some of the records the public could get their hands on and which all proved hugely successful thanks to their many timeless hits. Unperturbed by the competition, Destiny’s Child carried on recording their album, whose title evokes the fighting spirit and serenity they felt as they geared up for the success that lay ahead of them. “Actually, The Writing’s on the Wall is a cliché which means that something big is about to happen,” explained LeToya Luckett in 1999. “And you can tell that in every song something big is about to happen in a relationship […]. And also we hope that this album does well and it is a big turnout for us, so that’s basically where the title came from.”35


When the album was released on 14 July 1999, the four singers were not disappointed. Carried by the singles Bills, Bills, Bills and Bug a Boo, which were followed by the international hit Say My Name, the album met with a triumphant reception, hitting the Top 10 in the charts in Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Norway, the United Kingdom, and of course the United States, where it reached number five, and over the years went on to sell more than seven million copies. In 1999, Destiny’s Child, hitherto young hopefuls on the soul music scene, joined the ranks of international superstars.



Two clans within Destiny’s Child


The dream that the young women were living would, however, be clouded by emerging tensions within the group. From the start of the tour—during which they opened for TLC from October to December 1999—two groups of two formed within the team. While Beyoncé and Kelly were fully committed to their careers, LeToya and LaTavia appeared to want to break free of the rules imposed by their manager, Mathew Knowles. On 15 December, they sent two letters through a Dallas lawyer, Randy Bowman, informing Knowles that they wanted to end their contract with him and hire their own manager while keeping their places in the band. This episode, which Knowles took very badly, added to the tensions that had arisen during the tour. LeToya and LaTavia had started dating respectively Brandon and Brian Casey, the twin brothers from the band Jagged Edge, who were present on some of the tour dates, and the two women were criticized for focusing more on their relationships than on their work. LeToya and LaTavia also started questioning the way profits were shared among the group, to the point that relations went from being close and full of warmth to being extremely frosty. “In interviews we couldn’t say we were unhappy,” Beyoncé explained in 2001, “because we didn’t want to let our fans down, because they’re our number one priority. So we agreed to act like everything was okay, even though it wasn’t. They lost focus. They didn’t want to do interviews, rehearse, or take voice lessons. Anybody that met us could see that me and Kelly were one group and they were another. It was obvious.”36 Following the episode of the lawyer’s letters sent to Mathew Knowles, it was decided to part company with LeToya and LaTavia and find replacements for them as quickly as possible, especially as filming of the music video for Say My Name was scheduled for a few weeks later.


Enter Michelle Williams and Farrah Franklin


A helping hand from fate put Michelle Williams in Beyoncé Knowles’s and Kelly Rowland’s path in early 2000. The three singers had first met on 3 August 1999 at the Arco Arena in Sacramento. Michelle, who was a backing singer for Monica at the time, had enjoyed Destiny’s Child’s opening act and chatted to the band members at the sound checks a few hours earlier. In January the following year, Junella Segura, Destiny’s Child’s choreographer, who had also worked for Monica, suggested Michelle’s name to Beyoncé and Kelly. A meeting was quickly arranged, during which the chemistry was instant: “When she walked into our living room, Kelly and I were sitting next to each other on the couch, and we just looked at each other. We were thinking the same thing: she’s the one! We could tell instantly. Michelle has a real presence, and we could feel it even though she was standing in front of my coffee table and not on stage.”20


With filming of the Say My Name video fast approaching, a second recruit was needed to reconstruct Destiny’s Child. Kelly Rowland suggested auditioning Farrah Franklin, a young Los Angeles singer she had met almost a year earlier when shooting the Bills, Bills, Bills video, in which Franklin had played a customer in the hair salon used as the backdrop. The audition was a success. Michelle Williams and Farrah Franklin officially joined the band in February 2000 and managed to prepare their roles in the video in record time, brilliantly replacing LeToya Luckett and LaTavia Roberson. “They were consummate pros,” said Mathew Knowles. “It had to be frightening, but they just rolled with it and did an amazing job.”37 “It was truly a tense time,” added Stephanie Gayle, then director of marketing at Columbia. “We had worked so hard to get to this moment in time. There was so much at stake and so much riding on the shoulders of these young women. We at Columbia will always be impressed with how well they handled the transition.”37




FOR DESTINY’S CHILD ADDICTS


In February 1999, Beyoncé’s fans could catch a glimpse of her as an extra in the video for Happily Ever After, the single from Personal Conversation, the singer Case’s second album.







In 1999, as Destiny’s Child were on the brink of success, Mathew Knowles was already envisaging the day when the band members would have their own individual careers. “It is something that will happen, without question,” he said at the time. “We’ve never made a secret of that being a goal. It’s natural evolution for a group wherein you’re dealing with strong vocalists.”37





Destiny’s Child in its final form


The calmness and serenity in Destiny’s Child didn’t last long because very soon Farrah Franklin began to rebel, notably against Mathew and Tina Knowles’s demands that she undergo UV tanning sessions and dye her hair red, like LaTavia Roberson in the Bills, Bills, Bills video. While Michelle Williams had obvious chemistry with the rest of the band, the role of bad guy fell to Farrah, who also resented the idea of being just a backing singer behind Beyoncé. “She didn’t fit in,” Beyoncé would later say, “and everybody saw that—from people who didn’t know us, to the people at the record label, to the fans. She is not a bad person; we just didn’t click, and that’s all.”20


A series of setbacks sealed Farrah’s fate in the band a few months after her arrival. First off, in spring 2000, she refused to travel from Los Angeles to Houston for an interview with MTV. She eventually relented, but this was not the case in July, when she did not travel to Seattle, where Destiny’s Child were due to appear in a promotional show broadcast live online. Finally, on the 14th of that month, she refused to fly to Australia for two sold-out concerts. “That was such a huge thing for us,” Mathew Knowles later explained. “It took us nine years to get on MTV. We’d worked so hard to get to that point. Whatever your problems, can’t you hold off until you get back to the hotel? It showed how she’d only been in this for five months. That’s what happens when you give somebody that kind of success in two weeks and they don’t have to work for it.”38 But, against all the odds, the two Australian concerts in which Destiny’s Child performed as a trio were so successful that they started to see their future in a new light. The chemistry between the three of them was unmistakable and Farrah’s absence had allowed Michelle to occupy more space on stage and show off her vocal talents. They unanimously decided to wipe the slate clean and stop worrying about a fourth vocalist: Destiny’s Child rose from the ashes as a trio.






PORTRAIT


MICHELLE WILLIAMS, FROM CHURCH PEWS TO BILLBOARD



Tenitra Michelle Williams was born in Rockford, Illinois, on 23 July 1979, to devout parents who introduced her to the Christian faith from an early age. She first demonstrated her singing talents at the age of seven in the St Paul Church of God in Christ, where she gave a brilliant rendition of an American gospel classic, Blessed Assurance, written by Fanny Jane Crosby and Phoebe Palmer Knapp in 1873. Inspired by the repertoires of Yolanda Adams, Kirk Franklin, Commissioned, The Clark Sisters, Hezekiah Walker, and Marvin Winans, young Michelle soon joined two groups in her parish: United Harmony and Chosen Expression, in which she stood out for her vocal performances and confidence on stage. Although talented, she chose to follow a standard educational path and didn’t plan to pursue a career as a performer. “I was really doing it for fun,” she said in 2004. “I was at college and wanted to be an attorney. I come from a family of high achievers, doctors, nurses, so it was important to get a good education.”39


Despite this lofty goal, something happened that would change her plans. “A friend of mine who I hadn’t talked to in years was playing for Monica. […] ‘So what are you doing?’ I told him, ‘Nothing. But if Monica needs a background vocal, give me a call!’ I was just playing around but he called me a week later and said she was having auditions in Atlanta and to get there. I got there and I auditioned and got the part.”40


It was when Michelle Williams was on the road with the singer of The First Night and Angel of Mine that she met Beyoncé Knowles and Kelly Rowland, who in January 2000 asked her to join Destiny’s Child. Alongside her role in the successful trio, Michelle would also return to her first love, releasing four solo albums, the first two of which, the gospel-style Heart to Yours in 2002 and Do You Know in 2004, were a hit with the Christian community in the United States. “Some people will do gospel when their career fails,” the singer observed, “but I chose to do it at the height of the popularity of Destiny’s Child. And, I didn’t want to do it because it was a fad. I wanted to do it because it’s in me. It’s in my heart.”41






INTRO (THE WRITING’S ON THE WALL)


(Beyoncé Knowles, Kelly Rowland, LeToya Luckett, LaTavia Roberson/2’05)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Anthony Hardy: additional instruments / Donald Holmes: additional instruments / Gerard Thomas: additional instruments / Recording: Digital Services Recording Studios, Houston: October 1998 to April 1999 / Technical team: Producers: Beyoncé Knowles, Anthony Hardy, Donald Holmes, Gerard Thomas / Executive producers: Mathew Knowles, Kevin “She’kspere” Briggs / Recording engineer: Michael Calderon


Destiny’s Child introduced their new album with a touch of humor, a story about an Italian family reunion worthy of a scene from the Francis Ford Coppola trilogy The Godfather. With rather shaky Sicilian accents, the singers—re-named LeToya Barzini, Kelly Steracki, Beyoncé Corleone, and LaTavia Menser for the occasion—sing about four families coming together to sign a mutual non-aggression pact in a parable of the sisterly bonds that appeared to unite the four young women. While this narrative is somewhat disconcerting on first listen, it was even more so when the album was released, as LaTavia and LeToya had disembarked the Destiny’s Child ship without having had a chance to enjoy the album’s phenomenal success.




Beyoncé seems to have a particular fondness for the world of The Godfather, as in 2020 she filmed some sequences for her movie Black Is King in the sumptuous Beverly Hills property that was used for Francis Ford Coppola’s film. In 2017, she sang Family Feud with Jay-Z, in which the rapper appears as a mafia boss on a par with Vito Corleone.








SO GOOD


(Beyoncé Knowles, Kandi Burruss, Kelly Rowland, Kevin Briggs, LaTavia Roberson, LeToya Luckett/3’13)


Musicians: Beyoncé Knowles: vocals, backing vocals / Kelly Rowland: vocals, backing vocals / LeToya Luckett: backing vocals / LaTavia Roberson: backing vocals / Kevin “She’kspere” Briggs: additional instruments / Recording: SugarHill Recording Studios, Houston: October 1998 to April 1999 / Triangle Sound, Atlanta: October 1998 to April 1999 / Technical team: Producer: Kevin “She’kspere” Briggs / Executive producer: Mathew Knowles / Recording engineers: Dan Workman, Kevin “She’kspere” Briggs


It is with a hint of bitterness towards those who had failed to encourage her that Beyoncé sings the lyrics to So Good, an R&B diatribe in which she settles scores with all kinds of hypocrites who had crossed her path since her group hit the top of the Billboard charts. “Everybody in life has that, and that’s things you have to go through in life,” she said to journalists at the time, “and I know that’s why we wrote the song So Good, which is on the album, […] whose lyrics are saying, ‘Don’t smile in my face now because I know about, back in the days before I was in Destiny’s Child how you’d said we will never make it, how you’d said I was all that, how you’d said all that negative people say about you, and now that you’re successful and they’re in your face and they want to be “Hey hey hey!”, “Oh girl, you’re my best friend”, “You’re my cousin”.’ It’s just saying that by the grace of God, I’m doing good.”42
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