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Preface and Acknowledgments

In the chapters that follow, I explore interconnected themes of adolescent female identity and vocality as they exist in the 1960s’ girl group repertoire. Girl group music as I define it comprises several distinct elements: an emphasis on the concerns and interests of teenage girls in its lyrics (i.e., boys, the strictness of parents, etc.); material prepared for the most part by professional songwriters; origins in the recording studio and dependent upon professional session musicians; an instrumental sound often dominated by orchestral instruments rather than the minimal rock’n’roll band lineup of guitar, bass guitar, and drum kit; and above all, the audibly adolescent voices of girls interacting in dialogues between lead and backing vocalists. Some nominally solo artists are associated with the girl groups, while some all-girl groups make music that does not adhere to the hallmarks of the genre. Thus, Little Eva and Lesley Gore are part of the girl group sound, while all-female 60s bands such as the Liverbirds and Goldie and the Gingerbreads are not, because they were self-contained units of instrumentalists/songwriters/singers and also because they did not present identities understood strictly as adolescent.

While the music identified with the girl group category encompasses a wide variety of sounds and styles, a unifying feature is the presence of female adolescent voices. Accordingly, Part 1 of this book, “Girl Talk,” examines vocal types and vocal relationships in some of the earliest girl groups, exploring the dynamics of lead and backup singers. The call-and-response form of girl group songs is often understood as a musical representation of “girl talk,” a conversational method considered central to girl culture. I explore the relationships between these concepts and consider also the different musical styles that influenced the developing girl group sound, concentrating particularly on how the nonsense syllables of doo wop were subtly exploited to create a kind of girlspeak and considering the possibilities for understanding girl group music as a proto-feminist forum. The chapters in this section include readings of songs such as the Chantels’ “Maybe” (1958), the Bobbettes’ “Mr. Lee” (1958), the Shirelles’ “I Met Him on a Sunday” (1958), the Marvelettes’ “Please Mr. Postman” (1961), the Crystals’ “Da Doo Ron Ron” (1963), Betty Everett’s “Shoop Shoop Song” (1964), and the Dixie Cups’ “Iko Iko” (1965).

In Part 2, “A Brand New Dance Now,” I explore the vocabulary of girl movements and gestures developed and codified by Cholly Atkins, the choreographer who trained many of the important girl groups of the early 1960s, at Motown Records and elsewhere, and I analyze the ways in which these gestures came to signify physical markers of femininity. My work here is informed by feminist scholarship into body politics, for control over the body emerges clearly as a central issue in girl culture. Coaching girl singers into specific ways of being in the body can be understood as a form of repression and violence, and in these chapters I also analyze songs that have explicit themes of violence, such as the Crystals’ “He Hit Me (and It Felt Like a Kiss)” (1962), the Cookies’ “Chains” (1962), and Martha and the Vandellas’ “Nowhere to Run” (1965). I also address Little Eva’s “The Locomotion” (1962) and the Supremes’ “Stop! In the Name of Love” (1965).

In the third section, “He Makes Me Say Things I Don’t Want to Say,” I tackle the politics of music production in the girl group genre. When the creation of the songs involves so many people, to what extent is it possible and appropriate to consider the lead singers as the speaker? At the same time, when the songs exist in most listeners’ ears only because of highly individual vocal performances, should we attach too much importance to the roles of producers, songwriters, and recording engineers? Finally, why do these questions arise so immediately in relation to girl group music but so seldom in connection to bands such as the Beatles, whose producers also made many important artistic decisions? I explore the careers of several young women working behind the scenes in the girl group genre, complicating the widespread assumption that the only females involved in creating girl group records were the singers themselves. My discussion pays close attention to songs such as the Shirelles’ “Will You Love Me Tomorrow?” (1960), the Crystals’ “Uptown” (1962), and the Ronettes’ “Be My Baby” (1963).

The chapters of Part 4, “Look Here, Girls, and Take This Advice,” address some of the complexities of race and class in girl groups and girl culture. I have already noted that many of the best-known girl groups of the 1960s consisted of African American girls from urban, working-class backgrounds who came to exemplify glamour, sophistication, and ladylike respectability for a generation of youth from diverse class backgrounds and ethnic identities. During the most active years of the Southern Civil Rights movement, young female singers such as Diana Ross of the Supremes were among the most visible African Americans in the United States, and they represented notions of black identity as well as girl identity to fans and detractors alike. In marked contrast to the male rockers who would dominate popular music culture later in the decade, girl group singers worked hard to appear demure and respectable, adhering closely to societal expectations of “proper,” well-brought-up young ladies (even “bad girl” groups like the Shangri-Las and the Ronettes were generally compliant and polite in their interviews and public appearances). At the same time that so much girl group material seems to reinforce the most repressive notions of femininity under patriarchal control, these songs also function as enactments of sisterhood embraced by many for their feminist potential. I consider the tradition of “advice songs,” where girl singers shared their wisdom and experience with listeners in songs such as the Exciters’ “Tell Him” (1962), the Shirelles’ “What Does a Girl Do?” (1963), the Ronettes’ “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa Claus” (1963), the Marvelettes’ “Little Girl Blue” (1963) and “Too Many Fish in the Sea” (1964), and the Velvelettes’ “Needle in a Haystack” (1964).

In the final section, “Out in the Streets,” I consider the issues surrounding girls and public space. If middle-class respectability insists that girls and women belong in the domestic sphere, how do we respond to the phenomenon of girls who venture outside of safe containment? I examine girl groups that projected a rebellious “bad girl” image, exploring the different kinds of rebellion possible to girls in 1960s youth culture, and I also discuss the experiences of girl groups who traveled with rock’n’roll tours, often making themselves vulnerable to sexual aggression and racist hostility. Although recent analysis has tended to consider girls’ friendships detrimental to individual self-esteem, I suggest that group membership can actually be a valuable, empowering part of girls’ self-fashioning strategies. In the concluding pages, I also investigate the legacy of the girl groups for later generations of females in popular music and for broader social understandings of female adolescent identity. Songs studied in these chapters include the Crystals’ “He’s a Rebel” (1962), the Chiffons’ “He’s So Fine” (1962), the Angels’ “My Boyfriend’s Back” (1963), the Shangri-Las’ “Leader of the Pack” and “Give Him a Great Big Kiss” (both 1964), and the Girls’ “Chico’s Girl” (1966).

Throughout the book, I am concerned with challenging some of the methods and priorities of music scholarship that posit instrumentalists and composers as the most important players in music-making, while the work of singers and listeners is dismissed. I take as a given that auditors of music are integral participants in any musical experience, as Lisa Lewis and others have indicated in publications such as The Adoring Audience.1 My emphasis on vocalists as the central musicians is distinct from the approaches of most genre studies in popular music, and it will, I hope, participate in a growing interest in the work of singers evident in writings such as Gage Averill’s history of barbershop singing.2 Finally, and most importantly, I hope that my focus on girls’ voices and their experiences and strategies will dignify girls and girl culture.

Much of the information in this book came from singers and other experts on 60s’ girl group music, and I gratefully acknowledge Ron Barrett, John Grecco, Fanita James, Billy Wilson, and Mary Weiss for their contributions—any errors are mine alone. May I also thank my research assistant Sarah Feltham, who searched tirelessly for pictures and information.

My work on girl groups began as a doctoral project in musicology at the University of California, Los Angeles, where it was guided by a peerless dissertation committee: co-advisors Susan McClary and Robert Walser, Mitchell Morris and Sandra Harding. I consider myself blessed indeed that these distinguished scholars took an interest in me and my half-baked ideas! Through seminars, teaching or research assistantships, and impromptu debates in the hallways of Schoenberg Music Building, I benefited also from rubbing shoulders with Philip Brett, Robert Fink, Raymond Knapp, Elisabeth LeGuin, and Tamara Levitz. I gratefully acknowledge the fellowships generously funded by Jean Stone, Mary Bianco, and the Pauley Foundation that made my studies at UCLA possible. My life as a doctoral student in Los Angeles would have been unimaginably impoverished without the constant stimulation and support of my friends and fellow grad students, in particular: Kate Bartel, Andy Berish, Durrell Bowman, Dale Chapman, Maria Cizmic, Charles Hiroshi Garrett, Daniel Goldmark, Jonathan Greenberg, Gordon Haramaki, Erik Leidal, Olivia Mather, Louis Niebur, Caroline O’Meara, Glenn Pillsbury, Cecilia Sun, and Stephanie Vanderwel.

In its journey from dissertation to book, this project grew and flourished with the encouragement of many friends and colleagues, as well as a generous grant from the Dalhousie University Research Development Fund. My colleagues at Dalhousie graciously commented on chapter drafts and opened my eyes and ears to new areas of inquiry: Jennifer Bain, Roberta Barker, Sue Campbell, Dennis Farrell, Liesl Gambold Miller, Ann Martin, David Schroeder, Sue Sherwin, and Shirley Tillotson have all helped me to refine my thinking. I am also grateful for the energy and fresh ideas of my students at Dalhousie, especially Paul Aitken, Jennifer Bentley, Angelica Blenich, Gina Burgess, Andrea Curry, Jacob Danson-Faraday, Bob Garrish, Brenna Holeman, Devin Krauskopf, and Rose Lipton. A group of “girl music” scholars has been invaluable as a source of information, ideas, and emotional support, and I thank Norma Coates, Susan Fast, Martha Mockus, Annie Janeiro Randall, Robynn Stilwell, Patricia Juliana Smith, and Laurie Stras for their wisdom and their friendship. My own adolescent years were brightened by a group of girls who are still my dear friends: Deborah Koenig, Heather Macfarlane, Samantha Scroggie, Debra Stein, Megan Wells, and Marina Santin, still in my heart every day despite her death in 1993.

Through all the years of my thinking about girls and music, Steven Baur has been a partner in every sense of the word, making great sacrifices to stick by me, insightfully helping me work through my ideas, and bearing repeated listenings of girl group songs with fortitude and even enthusiasm. I cannot imagine a life without him in it. My parents and sisters have unfailingly supported my creative endeavors in writing and in music, and I rely on their love and encouragement. And how could I proceed without acknowledging the girl and boy most precious to me—my children Sophie and Adam, whose births punctuated my work on this project. Their own years of adolescence are still a long way off, but every day they teach me about girlhood and boyhood. Through watching them grow and develop their own special ways of interacting with music, I too am learning new ways to listen to and learn about the world.
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One is not born a woman, but becomes one.

Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex


When I was nine, I had an experience that I have come to consider a feminist awakening. It happened on a Sunday morning; the Brownie troupe of which I was a member was preparing to take part in a special annual church service, awaiting the signal to march up the aisle and gather in front of the altar, singing “All Things Bright and Beautiful.” A puny and dreamy child, I had not been entrusted with an important job such as carrying a cross or flag at the head of the procession, so instead I sulked resentfully in the narthex with the other undifferentiated Brownies, hideous in our mud-brown and orange uniforms. I noticed the flag of the church’s Cubs troupe displayed prominently on the sanctuary wall (Cubs, if you don’t know, are a boys’ organization junior to Boy Scouts, in the same way that Brownies are to Girl Guides or Girl Scouts).1 I was immediately offended that there was no equivalent emblem of Browniedom anywhere in sight, but closer inspection revealed a far greater injustice: the Cub motto, “Do Your Best,” emblazoned magnificently in dark green silk. The Brownie motto, I knew only too well, was “Lend a Hand.”

As an adult, I have often told the story of the Brownie Incident in order to account for my evolution as a feminist as well as to demonstrate that children are indoctrinated from very early on into rigid gender positions. As I perceived in a flash of clarity that morning, boys in Western society are urged to strive for excellence and independence, whereas girls are more likely to be directed toward helpful, supporting roles. Brownie dogma, I have warned, prepares us to conform to patriarchal institutions like traditional marriage, wherein wives are expected to be nurturing helpmeets to their ambitious and hardworking husbands. Thus, organizations like Brownies and Girl Guides are not merely anodyne after-school clubs for girls, but rather they are training grounds for repressive womanhood.

In making this dramatic claim, I have sought to emphasize the importance of girls, a social group that is generally dismissed and overlooked in cultural analyses, whether of women or of youth. Girls have little social power, and their interests and concerns are often regarded with derision (if they are noticed at all). Sherrie Inness observes wryly that even in the realm of toys for boys and girls, “G.I. Joe is concerned with life and death and war, while Barbie’s main interest is what color bikini to wear to the beach.”2 Indeed, an enthusiasm for Barbie is regarded by some as the very nadir of girliness, to the extent that many girls routinely deny having any interest in the doll, and some even profess intense loathing for her that leads to “Barbie torture,” as a study from the University of Bath reports.3

Rejecting the trappings of girl culture seems, then, to be the best route to earning respect and power. By problematizing the notion of “girl,” tomboys cast doubt on the value of womanhood, and they suggest that the price of success in a man’s world is suppressing stereotypically feminine character traits such as helpfulness and supportiveness. Tomboys can thus earn grudging admiration for their jettisoning of girly tropes, particularly from quarters where the superiority of masculinity is assumed. Adolescent and preadolescent females who adhere to conventional, clichéd understandings of what girls ought to be, on the other hand, appear to present no challenge to societal norms, so they can be considered reactionary. These kinds of girls are adorable, innocent, and fetching, and their culture seems frivolous and ultimately inconsequential. At the same time, however, the emblem of the conventional girl has been and is a powerful emblem in cultural discourse. She has served and continues to serve as a token of nostalgia for some idealized past; an icon for a bright future; an embodiment of innocence to be protected at all costs; a symbol of hope and inspiration; a helpless and tragic manifestation of pathos; an unspoiled object of lust; and a model of pouting selfishness and egocentrism.

Clearly, the emblem of the girl is highly complex and contradictory. The growing scholarly field of girl studies works to reclaim “girl” from being a term of condescension and belittlement. Girl theorists consider the phenomenon of female childhood and adolescence as it intersects with issues of race and class, and girl studies identify the subject position of “girl” as distinct from both “woman” and “youth,” an ostensibly gender-neutral term that often signifies only male adolescents.4 In this book I explore the phenomenon of pre-adolescent and adolescent girl identity as it was constructed and negotiated in the popular music of the 1960s, specifically in girl group music, a genre that played a crucial role in youth culture in the early part of the decade. The tremendous popularity of girl groups such as the Shirelles, the Ronettes, the Crystals, and the Shangri-Las marked the first instance in U.S. history of a music centered around adolescent girls and their experiences coming of age, in a society where teenagers were emerging as a newly significant group.

Throughout this project my thinking is governed by an understanding of “girlhood” and “girlness”—as well as their attending adjectives “girlish” and “girly”—as related but distinct concepts. Girlhood and girlish, in my usage, refer to a phase of the female life cycle, the period between childhood and womanhood, during which most females undergo the hormonal changes of puberty and prepare to be sexual adults. Girlness, on the other hand, is not a liminal phase but a set of behaviors and attributes available to females at any time during their lives. Children as well as adult women (and men, for that matter) can adopt a girly manner for strategic purposes, and they can play with the characteristics of girlness for their own enjoyment. In the following chapters I will make use of these terms freely.


Music and Youth in the 1960s

The 1960s are generally recognized as a turning point in youth culture, and the popular music of the decade has been considered particularly worthy. Members of the baby boom generation who came of age during the 60s celebrate the power and beauty of music, and they readily acknowledge the important role that music played in the cultural events of their adolescent years. Yet it is difficult not to notice that most of the celebrations of 1960s music in histories of the period are lopsided, focusing disproportionately on the music that was important to white, middle-class males who participated in (or at least sympathized with) left-wing political movements.

Indeed, so total is the fascination with the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan, Jimi Hendrix, and the Grateful Dead that—in my experience, at least—the term “sixties’ music” in general conversation often refers exclusively to their works, ignoring altogether music that emerged from the worlds of jazz, the avant-garde, and mainstream radio. Even within the realm of histories explicitly addressing popular music, most begin their narratives of the 1960s with the so-called British Invasion of the North American music charts by artists such as the Beatles and Rolling Stones and conclude with the counterculture festivals at Monterey (1967) and Woodstock and Altamont (both 1969).

Two well-regarded histories of the decade exemplify this approach. Durwood Ball’s article “Popular Music” in The Columbia Guide to America in the 1960s extols the importance of the Beatles, Bob Dylan, and artists associated with psychedelic culture and briefly mentions only three artists representing other styles of popular music (the Shirelles, Fabian, and Connie Francis) in order to dismiss them as trivial and politically irrelevant.5 Similarly, Todd Gitlin’s best-selling reflections on the 60s include a discussion of popular music, heavily weighted toward the Beatles, Bob Dylan, the Rolling Stones, and the participants in counterculture festivals such as Monterey Pop and Woodstock.6 When these kinds of accounts are accepted as representative and complete, they distort our understanding of the early 60s. Because this period is generally considered such a pivotal moment in the evolution of the teenager, this distortion has significant consequences for the ways in which we understand popular music and youth culture in the present day.

Commenting on this kind of male bias in accounts of 1960s youth culture, Susan Douglas observes trenchantly that

According to the prevailing cultural history of our times, the impact of the boys was serious, lasting, and authentic. They were the thoughtful, dedicated rebels, the counterculture leaders, the ones who made history. The impact of the girls was fleeting, superficial, trivial. The supposedly serious cultural documents of teenage rebellion…emphasized male alienation and malaise…while [girls] appear as nothing more than mindless, hysterical, out-of-control bimbos who shrieked and fainted while watching the Beatles or jiggled our bare breasts at Woodstock.7


Both examples that Douglas provides of pejorative attitudes to girls relate to the consumption of popular music, and they refer to the often unquestioned view of girls as mere fans and recipients of the creative and important music of boys. This kind of treatment typically posits girls as reactionary, passive devotees, in marked contrast to the innovative and rebellious boys whose music they are privileged to enjoy. Similarly, music associated primarily with audiences of girls tends to be considered girly by association, regardless of the actual sex of the performers. Thus, their numerous girl fans guaranteed that the Monkees were excoriated as peddlers of inane “bubblegum” music, and the group struggled to restore masculine credibility by touring with Jimi Hendrix as their opening act in 1967 and by collaborating with Jack Nicholson on their 1968 feature film Head.

Girls find themselves caught in a double bind: choosing to participate in the musical discourses of important male culture limits them to the subject position of groupie or perhaps honorary male, but subscribing to an identifiably girl-centered music earns them contempt for embracing mainstream fluff.8 No surprise, then, that Mary Weiss, the former lead singer of the wildly popular and influential Shangri-Las, prefers to distance her group from the girl group category altogether. She states firmly that “We never thought of ourselves as a ‘girl group.’ We were rock and rollers, same as the guys. True rock and roll has no sex—it’s rock and roll.”9

Nevertheless, I would argue that rock’n’roll is much concerned with sex and sex identity, as indeed are other genres and styles of music. As Susan McClary argued in her path-breaking Feminine Endings, even the most casual listener can quickly distinguish stereotypically masculine music (aggressive, rhythmically energetic, created with instruments such as brass, percussion, low strings, distorted electric guitar) from stereotypically feminine music (soft, melodic, made by instruments such as flute, harp, acoustic guitar).10 These musical codes are instantly recognized and accepted as part of most people’s everyday soundscapes, whether heard in a nineteenth-century European symphony, a classic hard rock song, or a television commercial for Barbies. For the most part, the gender associations reinforced are absorbed without question, and the characteristics of masculine music are generally ceded greater cultural authority.

The vocabulary of musical gestures and sounds used in popular music during the 1960s communicated a great deal to its listeners about gender, race, and class, and these lessons were arguably the more effective for being invisible and intangible. If our histories of the period valorize the activities of boys and men, they also valorize the aesthetic priorities of popular music associated with maleness: extended forms, long solos that showcase virtuosity and technical skill, the use of distortion, harmonic complexity, and powerful rhythms. By contrast, music that adheres to conventional harmonic language, accessible hooks and lyrics, sweet-sounding voices and instruments, and an emphasis on the ensemble rather than the soloist is treated summarily (sometimes even vindictively) as trifling and immaterial. It is surely not coincidence that this kind of mainstream, radio-friendly music is associated largely with female or feminized listeners and that it commands large audiences, if little prestige. In Air Guitar, art critic Dave Hickey notes that “ninety percent of the pop songs ever written [are] love songs, while ninety percent of rock criticism [is] about the other ten percent.”11 Those pop songs that make use of conventional harmonic language, clichéd grooves, and standard instrumentation have generally been ignored or despised by both popular music scholars and rock critics, like an elephant in the room that everyone pretends not to see.

The fetishization of popular music that styles itself as complex, challenging, and oppositional is parallel to the desirability of the “terminal prestige” that Susan McClary has observed in the sphere of academic composers, the importance of whose music is measured according to how few people understand it.12 Countercultural musics earn valorization and admiration because they rail against the codes of mainstream pop; however, this resistance would hardly be worth celebrating were it not for the enormous cultural clout of commercially successful, middle-of-the-road (MOR) pop music—indeed, opposition is scarcely comprehensible unless we understand what is being opposed. In an influential essay, Andreas Huyssen has noted that the idea of important, “authentic” culture existing somehow apart from mainstream commercial society is invariably gendered in any epoch.13 Certainly, we can discern a sexist bias in the extolling of countercultural music and the zealous dismissal of a mass culture largely associated with girls.


Girl Groups and Girl Culture

The well-known girl groups of the 1960s are clearly archetypes of girlness set to music, so much so that their musical vocabulary, choreographed moves, and matching outfits, as well as many of their actual songs, have transcended their initial social and historical context and continue to be significant forty years after their original moment. Quite apart from girl groups popular at the turn of the twenty-first century (such as Destiny’s Child, the Spice Girls, and All Saints, all defunct at the time of writing), echoes of 60s girl groups abound in popular culture. As I write this, I am energized by listening to my brand-new, four-CD box set One Kiss Can Lead to Another: Girl Group Sounds, Lost and Found, a 2005 release that has garnered much positive attention in the international press.14 Doubts about the relevance of my work can be assuaged by visiting the Spectropop website dedicated to circulating information about girl groups and solo girl singers from the 1960s. I am further heartened by the continued appearance of the girl group in various cultural forums, from the girl-group-as-Greek-chorus in the 1982 Broadway musical Little Shop of Horrors (given a film treatment in 1986 and continuing to attract audiences in touring theatrical productions in 2006) to the girl-group-as-source-of-inner-strength that bolstered Ally McBeal’s self-esteem in the popular television series Ally McBeal (1997–2002), to say nothing of the girl-group-as-children’s-cartoon in many “Elmo’s World” segments of Sesame Street (1998–present). The presumed recognizability of girl groups in these various contexts attests to the enduring relevance of the sound and image of the 1960s girl group.15

My study focuses on the output of groups such as the Shangri-Las, the Shirelles, the Crystals, and the Marvelettes, groups that emerged from inner-city and suburban backgrounds, were black and white, came together through audition processes, or formed based on family relationships and friendships. What these groups have in common is that all of them comprise three to five adolescent female singers who seem to articulate highly personal sentiments and concerns, but each has also been regarded as a group of puppets masterminded by some behind-the-scenes Svengali.

This formation becomes more complicated when we acknowledge that members of many of the prominent 1960s girl groups were African American girls from working-class backgrounds—in many cases managed and controlled by white men—who became emblems of girlhood for white, middle-class suburbia during the years of the Southern Civil Rights movement. What are we to make of this multifaceted configuration? Many of the most popular groups came into being through careful planning, management, and coaching, but at the same time, we measure the success of a girl group song (and any other pop song for that matter) by the extent to which it rings true with its intended audience. Carefully staged though they may have been, songs like “Will You Love Me Tomorrow?,” “Give Him a Great Big Kiss,” and “Sweet Talkin’ Guy” resonated with legions of girls from diverse class and race backgrounds who recognized themselves in the texts.

One of the problems girl group music poses to historians and critics of popular music, therefore, is its unique ability to combine shameless artifice with truthfulness and honest attention to real experience. A preoccupation with veracity and authenticity will naturally enough lead to this music begin denigrated, so I challenge the reader to listen differently. My analysis of representative songs aims to demonstrate how songs work as multilayered cultural documents articulating complex notions of the self through words, music, and movement, and I strive also to problematize the murky relationships between authenticity and mediation. Girl group songs are always both examples of unsophisticated girl singers performing material written and produced by others, usually under the direction of adult men, and compelling emblems of sisterhood, female collectivity, and—in the post–Spice Girls era—“girl power.”

If we accept the idea that girlness exists as a social construct and concur with Mary Russo that “to put on femininity with a vengeance suggests the power of taking it off,” then it becomes possible to understand girl group songs as potent rather than simply passive and reactionary.16 I approach girl group music with this understanding of girl identity in mind, treating songs as cultural texts and making use of them to explore various issues pertaining to female adolescence. My close attention to musical detail allows me to address aspects of this repertoire that have not been examined by other writers.17 Given that so many girl group songs from the 1960s still constitute part of our contemporary soundscape, I also address the ways in which some musical devices and strategies continue to resound with the conventional understandings of girl identity.

The girl group genre has been at the forefront of popular music at two different historical periods: the rock’n’roll era of the late 1950s and early 1960s and the late 1990s, when the children of the baby boom generation were themselves coming of age. In between these historical periods, other manifestations of femininity in popular music have been prominent, but the poetic, acoustic instrument– based songs of confessional singer/songwriters such as Joni Mitchell; the sassy, sexy reportage of streetwise rappers like Missy Elliott; and the raw, punk-influenced anger of Riot Grrrls like Kathleen Hanna have little in common with the girl group style. In spite of its popularity and importance, however, girl group music has been one of the most underresearched repertories in popular music history. I focus on the complex nature of a music culture that is too often dismissed as vapid and reactionary, and I consider ways in which girls can and do negotiate their gender and generational identities through music.



Part I Girl Talk

A founding member of the Supremes, the most successful and well-known female vocal ensemble of all time, Mary Wilson has published a best-selling memoir recounting the trajectory of a career that emerged against the backdrop of the girl group phenomenon of the early 1960s.1 At one point, she recalls indignantly that at the height of the Supremes’ commercial success, some considered the three singers to have lost their inherent black “soulfulness,” to the point that a British journalist even urged them to “Get back to church, baby!” In fact, none of the Supremes had ever sung in church, and Wilson complains about “the misguided notion that a black who was singing and didn’t sound like Aretha Franklin or Otis Redding must have been corrupted in some way.”2 As I will show in this section, the girl group sound developed by drawing on many musical styles, of which gospel singing was by no means the only one, or even the most important. I want above all to refute still-widespread assumptions that black singers of soul, R&B, and rock’n’roll all draw on some instinctive, intuitive vocal ability that is simply a by-product of their genetic makeup, rather than a learned artistry requiring considerable skill and effort. My discussion considers the still-developing adolescent voices in girl groups, the relationships they enacted in their records, and the possibilities they present for an understanding of the Voice of the Girl.



1 The Emerging Girl Group Sound
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With their glamorous gowns, elegant choreography, theatrical vocal style, and songs dealing with adult themes such as marital infidelity (“Stop! In the Name of Love,” 1965), illegitimate children (“Love Child,” 1968), and filial guilt (“Livin’ in Shame,” 1969), the Supremes were in many ways never really a girl group, although they are often named first in a list of girl groups from the 60s. Even their earliest hits, “Where Did Our Love Go?,” “Baby Love,” and “Come See about Me” all appeared in 1964, a year in which the girl group “moment” was, for all intents and purposes, over. The girl group sound and style occupied a prominent position in mainstream popular culture at the very beginning of the 1960s, emerging in 1957 and dominating the pop charts from 1960 to 1963. The style was predicated on the sounds of adolescent female voices audibly going through hormonal development—most girl group singers really were girls, with ages ranging from eleven to eighteen in the most representative groups. Girl group records had lyrics addressing themes of special importance to teenage girls, such as boys, the strictness of parents, and the complexities of imminent womanhood. The genre generally involved young vocalists backed by studio musicians, performing material written by professional songwriters (though this book will present several examples of groups that operated differently). Girl group music was at the forefront of popular music during the early 1960s, an unprecedented instance of teenage girls occupying center stage of mainstream commercial culture. This phenomenon was not repeated until the late 1990s and early twenty-first century, when latter-day girl groups and solo singers including the Spice Girls, Britney Spears, and Avril Lavigne, among others, were immensely successful in bringing girl’s voices and concerns back to prominence in mainstream music.

One of the first ensembles to achieve critical and commercial success as a girl group was the Chantels, who really had sung in church: members of the quintet were Catholic convent school girls from the Bronx who were trained in chant and choral singing. Lead singer Arlene Smith would go on to pursue formal music studies at the Juilliard School, and as teenagers, all group members took lessons in piano, were musically literate, and were adept at close harmony singing, thanks to a steady diet of motets and hymns. The Chantels were the first group of black girl singers to attract a significant following, beginning in 1957, only a year after the eruption of rock’n’roll into mainstream culture. When their career took off, members of the Chantels ranged in age from fourteen to seventeen, and they had been singing together at school for more than seven years.1


The Chantels

There are conflicting accounts of how the Chantels came to prominence. Charlotte Grieg and Alan Betrock, both of whom draw on interviews with Arlene Smith, assert that the group lay in wait backstage at Loew’s Theatre one night for well-established producer/manager Richard Barrett to emerge after an episode of The Alan Freed Show, and then caught his attention by singing either a unison hymn or their own composition “The Plea.”2 Michael Redmond, Steven West, and Jay Warner, on the other hand, state that the group happened to recognize Barrett and his group, the Valentines, walking on Broadway one afternoon and approached them for autographs. Hearing these young girls boast that they were singers, too, Barrett challenged them to sing something then and there; under the awning of the Broadway Theatre, they performed a hymn in Latin and impressed him with their angelic sound.3 In both versions of the story, Barrett was intrigued by the possibilities of blending these choirgirl voices with R&B grooves and doo wop harmonies, and he eventually took the group in hand, cowriting their material with lead singer Arlene Smith, producing their records with George Goldner, and guiding the group to considerable chart success over the next four years.

The voices of the Chantels were an exciting sound in 1958, the year their song “Maybe” rose to #15 on the pop charts and #2 on the R&B charts. Their choirgirl diction and the focused, ringing timbres of their upper vocal registers were novel, resembling in some ways the sweet-voiced sounds of urban black teenage boys singing doo wop, and in other ways the barbershop aesthetics of white, mid-Western women like the Chordettes, and even the polished recordings of white, adult starlet/pop singers such as Debbie Reynolds or Patti Page. Their African American identity also invited superficial comparison with blues shouters such as Ruth Brown, LaVern Baker, and Etta James, although the Chantels never emulated a bluesy, gritty vocal style. Ultimately, the Chantels’ music could not be categorized with any other style of the day, and their success spawned many imitators and precipitated a new genre in popular music. However, the girl group sound of the early 60s would develop a markedly different aesthetic from the Chantels’ sound of the late 50s, as even a cursory listening of records by the Shirelles, the Crystals, the Cookies, or the Marvelettes reveals.

The Chantels’ success with “Maybe” paved the way for other girls to enter the world of the music industry, hitherto populated largely by adults and a few teenage boys. “Maybe” set the benchmark for the Chantels and many other female harmony groups. The song is credited variously to Richard Barrett and to Arlene Smith and George Goldner, although Jay Warner asserts that this and many other Chantels songs were composed by Arlene Smith alone and then credited to Barrett and George Goldner—this is, of course, a common claim about many popular songs, particularly in the girl group repertoire.4 Stylistically, “Maybe” closely resembles songs credited solely to Smith such as “He’s Gone” and “The Plea” (both 1957). These songs make use of close harmony singing, featuring Smith’s full and impassioned sound supported by the comforting tones of her sister Chantels. In “The Plea” the protagonist begs forlornly for her lover to remain at her side, while in “Maybe” she yearns for his return—in both songs, she prays ardently for the return of her affections, a religious allusion also present in “Every Night (I Pray)” and “Prayee” (both 1958).

Based on song titles and lyrics alone, these songs reinforce the seldom-examined assumptions that all young African American singers at mid-century were heavily steeped in gospel music traditions and that vocal ensembles like the Chantels came together through singing in black Pentecostal churches. The dialogic style typical of what would be called the girl group sound is assumed to derive from the singers’ musical education of rote learning with call and response, building songs through collective improvisation from a shared vocabulary of memorized riffs, with careful reaction to a leader’s spontaneous singing, which is in turn dictated by congregational behavior. This mistaken belief often led white music critics in the late 1960s to condemn girl groups and other African American acts erroneously for abandoning their gospel roots and “selling out,” as Mary Wilson recalls on page 11. Further confounding this simplistic assessment, the Blossoms, a Los Angeles trio who became emblematic of girl groups because of their position as regular backing singers on the popular television variety show Shindig!, comprised members raised in very different liturgical traditions. Darlene Love was a preacher’s daughter brought up in the Pentecostal Church of God in Jesus, whose father was so displeased by her singing secular music that she was forced to leave home at an early age; Jean King grew up singing chant in the Roman Catholic tradition; and Fanita James was raised in the Methodist church by a father who was a jubilee singer.5

The Chantels met at choir practice in the Bronx, but rehearsals were led by a nun at their Roman Catholic convent school, St. Anthony of Padua.6 Indeed, the choral influence was so strong that, according to composer Arlene Smith, “The Plea” was based on Gregorian chant.7 Some features of the melody do suggest the influence of chant; for example, the melody is centered around a repeated pitch that is a fifth higher than the final resting place of the tune. This is similar to the function of a reciting tone in chant repertoire, in which most of the text is sung on a single repeated pitch a fourth or fifth above the final.8 Furthermore, the melodies of “Maybe” and “The Plea” are grounded in a high tessitura that is unusual for pop songs, and they feature tutored choirgirl diction—Smith’s “ee” vowels in particular are more in line with choral pronunciation than with American conversational English. Her controlled vibrato with lowered larynx is not typical of the straight, vibrato-less sound favored by most choral directors, but it is strikingly different from gospel and blues singing styles and suggests that her vocal training was at least in part focused on singing solo with classical technique. Smith recalls the musical education of the Chantels:

When I was about seven I became a member of the St. Anthony of Padua Cherub Choir. We were all trained in music from a very early age; we all took piano and voice lessons from the same nun. By about ’53 or ’54, just as we were coming up to our teens, we started to be interested in pop—and boys, of course. At that time I played basketball because I was tall. I was second string so I had a chance to sit on the bench and fool around with my friends. We grouped together and sang; and a sound kept evolving.9


A picture of nicely brought up convent schoolgirls singing together while under supervision at school activities suggests that the soundscape of the Chantels’ world did not include the aggressive, raw sounds of jump blues or R&B and that the pop music Smith was interested in probably comprised mainstream Tin Pan Alley standards. Similarly, Mary Wilson insists that

[the Supremes’] roots were in American music—everything from rock to show tunes—and always had been. We weren’t recording [Tin Pan Alley] standards because they were foisted on us by Motown; we loved doing them and had since we were fourteen years old.10


The close harmony style of Chantels recordings also evokes barbershop quartet singing, and “The Plea” in particular features many hallmarks of the barbershop sound: liberally used seventh chords; echo effects at the end of verses, resembling the classic “Sweet Adeline”; and a vocal arrangement that places the lead singer second from the top, with a higher voice contributing to the backing vocals, in a style standardized by the Andrews Sisters and other vocal harmony groups in the 1940s.


Close Harmony Singing: Barbershop

With regard to female singing groups in the 50s, this distribution of vocal parts typifies the work of the Chordettes, a quartet of young white women from Wisconsin whose hits include 1954’s “Mr. Sandman,” “Eddie my Love” in 1956, and 1958’s “Lollipop” (by teenage songwriter Beverly Ross, a Jewish New Yorker who would go on to cowrite Lesley Gore’s “Judy’s Turn to Cry” and several other 1960s hits). The Chordettes were explicitly linked to the barbershop genre; their founder Jinny Lockard was the daughter of a president of the Society for the Preservation and Encouragement of Barber Shop Quartet Singing in America (SPEBSQSA). Following barbershop nomenclature, they described their voices as tenor, baritone, and bass rather than using more customary terms such as soprano or alto for females in choral music. The Chordettes’ nimble voices and ringing harmonies were enormously popular to adult and adolescent listeners alike in the post-war era, but their appeal became more limited after the rise of teen genres in the late 1950s; although they embraced rock’n’roll more enthusiastically than many of their peers, their sound and image connected them strongly to ideas of young suburban wives in Middle America.

The possibility that African American girls in the Bronx might have been influenced by barbershop singing might seem farfetched; this genre is commonly understood as the province of fresh-faced, white, male singers from Smalltown USA, thanks largely to cultural texts such as Norman Rockwell’s illustrations of barbershop quartets in the 1920s and 30s, and Meredith Willson’s 1957 Broadway musical The Music Man, made into a popular Hollywood film in 1962. The sounds that we now think of as barbershop were, however, a significant feature of black quartet singing in the late nineteenth century, well documented in newspaper accounts and reviews from the period.11 Gage Averill argues that in American vernacular culture, “close harmony [singing is] a music of racial encounter, of a profound cultural intimacy, a short circuit in the hardwiring of racial separation and segregation, and the product of cultural transgressions, borrowings, mimicry, miscegenation, and cross-cultural homage.”12 Averill’s notion of close harmony singing as an overlooked ancestor of rock’n’roll history is crucial to an examination of the girl group genre. I want also to follow his example in my consideration of the racial encounters involved in girl group music, arguing that notions of Girl Identity derive from multiple race and class origins, just as songs like “The Plea” and “Maybe” are shaped by numerous musical traditions.


Close Harmony Singing: Doo Wop

Jeffrey Melnick makes a similar case for doo wop, arguing for a nuanced understanding of racial encounter in this vocal genre: “How do we come to terms with the ‘black’ music made by Lee Andrews and The Hearts if we admit that its guiding imagery comes from the Shakespeare they learned in school? What if some African American teenagers turn out to have been a lot like some white ones, especially in their expressive practices?”13

The Chantels’ “Maybe” makes skillful use of the vocabulary of doo wop songs: a 12/8 meter; a looping, descending harmonic pattern of I–vi–IV–V, the “doo wop progression” that characterizes such songs as Gene Chandler/the Dukays’ 1962 “Duke of Earl” and “Heart and Soul” (a favorite with amateur pianists since the 1930s); and fervent singing about love lost. After an introduction of Fats Domino–styled triplets in the piano and voices on “ah” vowels establishing B-flat major, Arlene Smith sings a melody built on a stepwise descent, pondering that “maybe if I pray every night/you’ll come back to me.” At the end of this phrase, the harmonic framework has cycled through the doo wop progression to F major, the dominant, denying Smith the closure she seeks through her lyrics. She must repeat her melodic phrase insistently, enacting the wishful thinking that is her song’s theme as she strives for the comfort of the tonic. At the end of each verse, as she contemplates the possible reciprocity of her love, the other Chantels mirror her sentiments with a barbershop-style echo: maybe, maybe, maybe.

Smith’s high soprano (the entire range of “Maybe” sits on the top half of the staff, an unusual sound in pop singing) is in many ways like the falsetto virtuosity of groups such as the Platters (“Only You”), the Crests (“Sixteen Candles”), and, above all, Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers (“Why Do Fools Fall in Love?”), whose influence on the girl groups was significant. In her autobiography, no less a girl group icon than Ronnie Spector identifies Lymon as the single most important inspiration for her career, declaring that “if [Lymon] hadn’t made a record called ‘Why Do Fools Fall in Love,’ I wouldn’t be sitting here writing this today.”14 Similarly, Arlene Smith recalls the first time she heard the song:

It was a lovely high voice and a nice song. Then [DJ Alan] Freed announces that Frankie is just thirteen! Well! I had to sit down. It was a big mystery, how to get into this radio stuff. I thought if he could do it.…It seemed so far removed, but I made a conscious decision to do the same.15


The imitation of Lymon’s group could only go so far: male doo wop ensembles invariably comprised baritone and deep bass voices surrounding the falsettist, and this bottom range is naturally absent from records by the Chantels and other female harmony groups (the Chordettes’ Janet Ertel, soloist on “Eddie My Love,” referred to herself as the group’s bass, but this term had more to do with her voice’s harmonic function than with its husky alto range and timbre). By comparison with the broad range of male voice types, female vocal groups sing in a narrower tessitura with more overlap in the pitches that each voice can extend to—this is a partial explanation of why female groups often have only three singers. Within the realm of barbershop music, for example, female entrants in early singing competitions were “Gibson Girl Trios” who performed three-part arrangements of the same material as male foursomes.16 Arranging parts for three voices is a significantly simpler task than writing for four, because there are no difficulties with voices doubling each other and very little need to involve sevenths. Three-part singing is also easier to stage and easier to rehearse, so that on the whole it is more accessible to girls, who typically have less leisure time and access to musical training than their brothers. However, this kind of ensemble singing does require two of the three voices to explore the extremes of their ranges, in a shift from the solo singing styles of pop music in the 1950s that typically placed the female voice squarely in the middle of its range.17

Given producer Richard Barrett’s background as a manager/producer of groups like the Valentines and Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers, it is hardly surprising that the Chantels were commonly billed as a female doo wop group. Doo wop was a predominantly male genre of ensemble singing that flourished specifically in urban communities in the midto late 1950s. Indeed, with the exception of Zola Taylor’s backing vocals on the Platters’ “Only You,” “Maybe” is the only instance of female voices heard on Rhino Records’ five-CD Doo Wop Box. The doo wop world was made up of gangs of adolescent boys roaming inner-city neighborhoods and claiming particular street corners as territory. Singing was an important way of bonding and of guarding turf. In this public sphere as in the realm of the Chantels singing together, teenagers made use of the musical means at their disposal; the voice is an entirely portable, versatile medium of expressivity, and vocal music can be developed and created without extensive tutelage. Doo wop syllables, one of the hallmarks of the genre, filled out songs by replacing instrumental sounds, and the wide compass of vocal ranges in male doo wop performances together with the variety of individual vocal timbres created a rich musical texture that teens could produce at the drop of a hat.18

Soul singer Ben E. King recalls the role of doo wop in his 1950s Harlem adolescence:

My buddies and I would walk from a Hundred Sixteenth to maybe a Hundred Twenty-ninth. And on those blocks you’d find anywhere from three to five groups. We’d stop and listen, and if we felt that we were better, we would challenge them. It was territorial, you know, and you’d have to go out looking for the competition. You’d stand around and check it out; they’d have a crowd anyhow. And their girls, of course.… We’d learn from the records, like everybody did. The group to get you over the best would be somebody like the Moonglows. If you could sing Moonglows, you could kill the neighborhood. They had great harmonies, the Moonglows.19


The idea of doo wop’s tight harmonies, sweet falsetto voices, slow tempi, and sentimental lyrics functioning in the context of marauding and swaggering is fascinatingly incongruous, but this is not the place to unpack the complexities of masculinity described in this account.20 Simon Reynolds and Joy Press have analyzed the role of the street in male adolescence, citing songs such as Dion’s “The Wanderer,” Chuck Berry’s “No Particular Place to Go,” and Bruce Springsteen’s “Born to Run” in their discussion of male restlessness and rebellion against the confines of domestic space. They argue that wanderlust is inextricably linked with detachment from women and that the “wanderer” type is invariably a brooding male.21 Certainly, this issue is connected to the projects of canon formation in popular music studies I discussed in the introduction to this book; as numerous scholars have argued, histories of rock’n’roll have aggrandized the male teenage experience to the point of obscuring all others.22


A Culture of Containment

I want to draw attention to the contrast between Ben E. King’s reminiscences of wandering the streets of Harlem looking for a vocal “duel” and Arlene Smith’s recollections of sitting patiently and singing with friends during basketball practice. This juxtaposition demonstrates that the thrills of running with street gangs—even ones that fought with voices and not fists—were generally off limits to young girls at mid-century. Indeed, the association of girls with closed spaces and boys with the vast outdoors was hardly new in the 1950s, and it continues to dominate hegemonic understandings of gender roles today. As scholars following Gayle Rubin’s famous essay on the traffic in women point out, most societies place a cultural imperative on keeping girls and women contained in order to protect their sexual purity and worth on the marriage market.23 Females who defy these strictures are usually punished to maintain social order.
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