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I.



The Wallflower


In a home video, shot in the back garden of her family’s Houston residence, Beyoncé Knowles is on a mission. Not even the fuzz of early nineties VHS can obscure her magnetism. Aged eleven, wearing loose shorts and a sleeveless top, she rehearses a song alongside three other girls. They’ve arranged themselves in a horizontal line, weaving through closely choreographed moves across a wooden deck that looks like it might wedge a sharp splinter into an unsuspecting heel. A leg kicked up here; arms thrust out in angular symmetry there; alternating hands resting on shimmying hips – Beyoncé concentrates on every movement.


And it’s no wonder: she and the fellow members of a singing, dancing and rapping group known then as Girls Tyme were two-stepping their way through a gruelling three-month rehearsal schedule. The band’s first producer, Alonzo ‘Lonnie’ Jackson, had designed (and named) this rigorous ‘bootcamp’, smiling wryly even when he spoke about it years later. While other kids could drift through their summer holidays, as days stretched into each other in the humid, soaring heat, Girls Tyme was put to work.


Beyoncé’s commitment to this strenuous programme set a standard she would follow for decades. She rose from this intensely focused childhood to a rarely experienced level of stardom. For that eleven-year-old child dancing diligently, there was no guarantee of fame, no certainty that a far-fetched hope could transform into a long-standing career. Yet Beyoncé managed to exceed everyone’s expectations of success.


To grasp how a middle-class, Southern girl became a symbol to millions – of mainstream feminism, sexual confidence, traditional family values and creative influence – you need to trace the contours of her life story. In its overlooked corners hang the delicate strings tying together the essence of what has come to captivate the pop star’s fans while simultaneously infuriating her detractors.


Beyoncé established her dominance in an industry that was never designed to empower an artist like her. As a young, Black woman, she made the most of being underestimated. As a woman, she navigated the traps set to both exploit and constrict her sexuality. As an artist determined to make sense of music as a business, she wielded her power to pursue work in film, apparel design and philanthropy. There is a fine line between a vanity project and a genuine passion for exploring another form of expression – Beyoncé has trodden it carefully, though not without missteps.


All told, her life serves as an exemplary study in just how much you can achieve when you’re aware of your abilities and how to square the way that others perceive you with your vision of yourself. Beyoncé developed a tight grip on her image from a shockingly young age. That sense of control has informed her public persona ever since. Hers is a story that can be told from several viewpoints. But, as she has proven time and again, and will no doubt continue to, none matters more than her own.


On 4 September 1981, Beyoncé Giselle Knowles was born in Houston’s Park Plaza Hospital, to Célestine ‘Tina’ Ann and Mathew Knowles. In what would later become Beyoncé fan folklore, Tina (now Tina Knowles-Lawson following her marriage to actor Richard Lawson in 2015) chose to name her daughter in homage to her own family. Worried that her name would die out, Tina named her daughter after an iteration of her New Orleans, Creole-rooted maiden name: Beyincé.


At the time, Tina’s father warned her against the decision, finding it absurd that she would give a child a surname for a first name. Headstrong, Tina reminded her father that Beyincé was hardly a well-known name to anyone outside the family. In fact, her first-born child would be teased about it by her classmates. That it was a family surname made no difference to Beyoncé’s peers. Her name simply marked her out, along with her lighter skin and looser curls, as different.


It’s important to pause and consider what these differences would mean for a young Beyoncé. Within many Black communities around the world, and in the South in the US in particular, colourism establishes a hierarchy. Today, thanks to the centuries-old ‘one drop rule’, Black American identity straddles many appearances. It can encompass everything from melanin-rich skin tones and tightly coiled afro hair to looser hair textures, or brown eyes speckled with green. Just as European Americans might reel off the components of their lineage – ‘a quarter Irish, half Italian’ and so on – Black Americans can name their own diverse roots, whenever their ancestors’ identities were successfully recorded.


Beyoncé’s French-speaking Creole maternal grandparents could trace their origins back to Native American, white French, Spanish and African ancestry. As a result, Tina is categorized as ‘redbone’, or lightskin. And her children are thus lighter-skinned, too. Beyoncé’s family would later mention how the singer’s hair texture and skin colour seemed to invite negative attention from darker-skinned Black girls her own age. They wouldn’t explicitly cite jealousy or even mention colourism by name, instead skirting around the issue. The end result? Beyoncé only really spent time with her family, be it at her mother’s hair salon Headliners or in the Knowles home, the epicentre for rehearsal.


At first, Beyoncé showed no immediate signs of a future in the spotlight. Those who knew her in childhood have described a shy girl who struggled to build friendships with other children. In fact, her younger sister Solange (born in 1986, and now also a successful recording artist) has gone so far as to say Beyoncé ‘never had friends’. For the first few years of her life, before she found the support of her bandmates in Girls Tyme, it wouldn’t have been a stretch to describe Beyoncé as a loner.


This reserved child liked to dance, though. In the early 2000s, her parents told magazine Texas Monthly that Beyoncé had been the sort of child who would walk into a room and immediately try to make herself invisible, practically shrinking into the shadows. Her interest in dance gave them an idea: perhaps, with a gentle prod, she’d manage to make friends while taking part in an after-school dance class. Though they couldn’t have known it then, this simple decision laid the groundwork for the rest of their daughter’s life.


Some 18 years after dance teacher Darlette Johnson-Bailey happened to overhear one of her young students singing to herself, she prepared to stand before a live talk show audience. Beyoncé was, oddly enough, spending her 25th birthday appearing on The Ellen DeGeneres Show. And though the star didn’t know it at first, her former teacher waited off-camera, as the show taped a special season-opening edition in Central Park, New York.


DeGeneres eased the conversation towards a surprise that she’d hinted at earlier. First, she cued up a couple of home videos of Beyoncé singing when she was about five or six years old. Then, DeGeneres asked who had first recognized her talent and Beyoncé recalled ‘Miss Darlette’, sweetly describing how much she owed to her. Finally: the reveal. DeGeneres shouted ‘Come on out!’ and Johnson-Bailey appeared onstage. After an emotional hug and presenting Beyoncé with a single pink rose, she told the delighted audience, ‘I always knew she would be a star’.


As a ‘plucked from obscurity’ tale, it’s hard to beat. After class one day, Beyoncé waited for her parents to pick her up while Johnson-Bailey cleaned up in the studio. Johnson-Bailey was singing Lisa Stansfield’s ‘All Around the World’ to herself – not particularly tunefully, in her view – and remembered her pupil joining in. ‘Beyoncé finished the song for me. And she hit a note, and I said, “sing it again”. Now, I remind you, she was a very shy girl.’


When Mathew and Tina arrived, Johnson-Bailey insisted to them that their daughter could sing. And by that, Johnson-Bailey meant the child could sing to a professional standard if given the training and support. Beyoncé’s parents had never seen their daughter perform in front of an audience, although, of course, they knew she liked to sing to herself and around the house. They saw a different version of their daughter not long after, when Johnson-Bailey, with the family’s permission, started to enter Beyoncé into talent competitions.


For her first performance, Beyoncé sang John Lennon’s ‘Imagine’ at a talent show at the Catholic Montessori school she attended in Houston, St. Mary of the Purification. She was just seven and, according to her mother, competing against children as old as fifteen. Before the show, Mathew took his little girl aside to explain Lennon’s lyrics. He called upon her knowledge of Martin Luther King Jr as a Black rights figurehead, casting the song’s famous lines about living in peace and unity in a new light. Mathew pulled from within the song a kernel that he knew Beyoncé could interpret. Later in life, she would be able to do this on her own and often leaves hints and half-open doors in her lyrics for fans to decode. But first, she had to make it through her first-ever performance in front of an audience.


That day, Tina and Mathew watched their daughter become someone else – she was still Beyoncé, of course, but not as they’d ever seen her. The child who would slink quietly into a room seemed to shake off an outer layer, revealing the charismatic performer who had been hidden behind her social shyness. (With this transformation, Beyoncé showed the very first signs of the indomitable alter ego she would later christen ‘Sasha Fierce’.) That day, the seven-year-old sang as best she could. And she won. Over the next couple of years, she entered talent shows and beauty pageants around the state and would grab the top spot in at least 30 more competitions.


This time was key to the development of the rest of her career. For the first time, Beyoncé’s parents witnessed their daughter’s talent, on a scale that stretched beyond the walls of their comfortable, six-bedroom home in Houston’s middle-class Third Ward neighbourhood. When you consider how many children display singing talent but never pursue music as a profession, her ascent already stands out. Growing up in Houston could also have limited Beyoncé. Unlike families that decamp to one of the US’s coastal cities for the sake of a talented child, homing in on the epicentre of the entertainment industries, the Knowles family stayed put.


Beyoncé continued competing, joining choirs while attending Parker Elementary Music Magnet school from 1990. But as her local profile grew, and a team of managers and producers started to form around her, one fact soon became clear. She would need a wider support structure. She would need bandmates.





II.



Girls Tyme


Not everything is as it seems. For Beyoncé to have hoisted herself up to the upper echelons of music fame, you might assume she grew up a well-connected showbiz kid. But in the late eighties, the entertainment industry was a foreign and vague idea to the singer – she was, after all, not yet a teenager. She knew she felt most alive when performing, a wallflower transformed into a centrepiece. But her forays onstage were largely limited to local competitions. You wanted to enter a pageant? Fair enough – they were openly looking for young talent. Beyoncé didn’t need specialized power brokers to get her little foot in the door at this stage.


Her family were not connected to the music industry, either. Tina had briefly been a member of a girl group in her youth, but by this point, she was ploughing all her energy into her hairdressing business. Mathew Knowles worked in sales at the copier company Xerox. In interviews, Mathew tends to repeat that he spent these years engaged with ‘corporate America’. He heralds it as the time in which he learned valuable lessons in how to later market his child and her friends as a product, to the biggest possible audience.


You could certainly say that what Beyoncé lacked in industry experience she more than made up for with drive. When she began competing in pageants and shows, you could always find her mother by her side. Journalist J. Randy Taraborrelli notes in his extensive 2015 biography that it was Tina rather than Beyoncé’s father who most supported their daughter’s aspirations at this point. And true to Tina’s devotion to the family unit – something that would prove crucial in later years when her first marriage began to atrophy – the attention she paid to Beyoncé tightened their natural bond.


Beyoncé arguably needed that support more than the average child. Between the ages of about six and nine, towards the end of the eighties, Beyoncé had already started to separate her performance experience from her school life. As had become clear during her first talent show, she could practically flip a performative switch, a light flickering from withdrawn to rambunctious. Of her time in beauty pageants and talent shows, she’s said that once she found herself in front of an audience, she became ‘a huge ham’. She continued: ‘I don’t know what came over me, but once I got my turn, I’d just strut my stuff and even finish by blowing a kiss to the crowd.’ Watching recordings of her competitive childhood performances in her early twenties, Beyoncé joked that she was quite clearly doing too much. But, after a pause, came the kicker: it must have worked. She very often won.


In class, though, she was the voice rarely heard. As a former classmate of hers would later recount, they knew nothing about her involvement in beauty pageants. And at the same time, the girls she competed against could hardly implore her to share a word about school. When Beyoncé, speaking to the press, would later reflect on this time, she simply said: ‘I was really serious, really focused: I loved to write music and I loved to sing.’


As she moved from solo talent shows and choirs to auditioning for her first group, Girls Tyme, Beyoncé started to reap the rewards of that ‘really serious’ nature. The formative years of the group, from about 1990 to 1993, included Beyoncé’s first taste of recognition on a national level.


This period solidified her relationship with Kelly Rowland, first as a bandmate, then a friend, and then as someone she has referred to as a sister. ‘I was really shy,’ she has said. ‘I loved being around my friends, which were the other group members. We were like sisters.’ At face value, that reads as a touching statement; a sort of ‘aww shucks’ assessment of Girls Tyme’s early years. But there’s more to it. This closeness would gain importance in the face of media scrutiny at the peak of Destiny’s Child’s success.


The advent of Girls Tyme also hammered into Beyoncé the dogged work ethic that has come to define her career. Without these years, she would not have become a superstar. She certainly could have been signed by a record label. She easily could have recorded some promising demos before fading into the blur of similar R&B performers. The notion of Beyoncé as a cultural icon, though, can be traced back to her role as primary vocalist for the six-piece group Girls Tyme.


In the late eighties, two Houston women decided to change their lives. Deborah Laday and Denise Seals didn’t have experience in the music business but set up joint company D&D Management with a simple mission. They were intent on creating a multi-part girl group, made up of singers, rappers, dancers and a ‘hype master’. They felt it was about time some girls showed Kris Kross, New Edition and others that they also had what it takes. In particular, they wanted this group to feel more like a revue than any act currently gaining traction.


And so, their hunt began. In 1989, Laday and Seals put out ads and started scanning the stages at local performances. The pair auditioned Beyoncé and a host of other children, among them LaTavia Roberson, later a founding member of Destiny’s Child. LaTavia’s cousins, sisters Nikki and Nina Taylor, were recruited fundamentally as dancers within the revue set-up. With the addition of singers Jennifer Young and Staci Latoisen, dancer Christi Lewis and hype master Millicent Laday (Deborah’s daughter), Girls Tyme and its parallel revue acts were set.


At that time, R&B vocal groups like En Vogue and SWV had justifiably fought their way into prominence. They did so not only for Black American listeners but later to a white mainstream, first in the US and then internationally. These acts were to set a new standard, picking up where the fifties and sixties Black girl groups had left off: to send shivers up a listener’s spine with their harmonies and adapt to micro-trends in music, by switching from balladry to swaggering pop-funk wherever needed. Most importantly, groups like this were composed of line-ups so strong that any one member could sing lead, from track to track.


At the same time, acts from Boston’s New Edition and Janet Jackson to newly formed trio TLC had proven an audience appetite for the tight, staccato beats of new jack swing. The genre extended an open arm between hip-hop and more traditional soul and R&B vocalizing – its rat-a-tat instrumentation leapt under smooth, harmony-rich vocals. Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis still stand out as key producers of this sound. By the time Girls Tyme was taking shape, young Black listeners would have been introduced to the genre via Black music-oriented radio stations. But rap was still relatively niche for a white, mainstream audience in the early nineties – a factor that would shake Girls Tyme to its foundations.


Initially, though, the group had to learn to gel. Once the first line-up was finalized, Deborah Laday and Denise Seals quickly noticed that while the girls’ talent ran deep, money was already tight. A sprawling group of this size would need frequent cash injections to facilitate recording sessions, costumes, rehearsals, travel to events and more.


According to the lore repeated in some interviews, Mathew Knowles managed Girls Tyme and then Destiny’s Child. This narrative also appears in Soul Survivors: The Official Autobiography of Destiny’s Child (2000), co-written with journalist James Patrick Herman. But the timeline involves more nuance than that approximation. Not long after the group came together, Laday turned to businesswoman Andretta Tillman. Both women had worked together at Houston Lighting & Power and knew each other from the Yale Street Baptist Church.
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