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To conclude this module, I wanted to choose someone who’s biography exemplifies so many of the module’s themes, and draw some overlaps with my previous essay subjects. After a lot of deliberation, I decided to write this essay on Sister Rosetta Tharpe; the Black American bisexual woman whose gospel music made way for and influenced beyond doubt the rock’n’roll that would come 20 years later, and whom could outplay Chuck Berry, out sing Aretha Franklin, and outperform Elvis. She lived an extraordinary life, touching many throughout her long time on the road, both in America and across the Atlantic in Britain and Europe in her later life, and fits with Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic concept.
Rosetta Tharpe was born on the 20th of March, 1915, in the rural town of Cotton Plant, Arkansas to Katie Bell and Willis Atkins, Cotton Pickers. Not much is known about Willis, however Katie Bell is far more central to Rosetta’s story and who she would become. She was herself a fearless and passionate evangelist with the Church of God in Christ, with very traditional values and very invested in the more “stomp down” musical celebration of her belief. At an early age (under 6), Rosetta was also very fearless and devoted like her mother, as the two of them would take a guitar, tambourine, and chair to play for people outside the church to get them to come in.
When Rosetta was 6 years old (1921), Katie Bell left Willis Atkins to become a traveling evangelist with the Church of God in Christ, Taking Rosetta and joining the other poor black southerners of the time who were heading north in hope of a better employment, opportunities, and life. They ended up in Chicago, where the New Orleans Jazz music got to meet with the Mississippi delta blues unleashing all kinds of new musical fusions. As well as being in the city of Chicago, the church they joined was Robert’s Temple Church of God in Christ, one that was right at the heart of all this new music, exposing the pair of them to a whole new urban, religious gospel music with its wide diasporic roots.
It is at this church that young Rosetta really starts performing publicly, at the age of 10 she was known as a phenomenal all-purpose musician; impressing the congregation with guitar, singing, piano and dance. Throughout her teenage years, her mother would take her from city to city to play in churches, Revival meetings and Tabernacles. This cemented her as a nationwide celebrity, within the church as she captivated people with her unique guitar playing, voice and style of performance. She sung mostly hymns about suffering and the fight to survive oppression, but with her freedom and expression, she woke up the congregation.
At the age of 19 (in 1934), Katie married Rosetta off to a reverend of the Church of God in Christ, Rev. Tommy Tharpe. They both worked for the church, she would draw in the crowds, and Tommy would preach from the pulpit, however it was not long before it became apparent that their marriage was not good, and the caveman-like, ultra-traditional Tommy Tharpe was using her to make a living for himself, she saved up some money and left, taking her mother to New York City.
It was not long before Rosetta’s talent was picked up and she got a job as a performer at the prestigious Cotton Club, singing to an upper-class, strictly white audience (as the USA was under Apartheid/Segregation). At this time, it saw Rosetta’s songs change from about God, to “pleasing her man” which saw her quite quickly dropped by a lot of her original church fans, and ostracised as many members found themselves bereft from their sweetheart vanishing into the fame and glamour of New York. It was not that she had turned her back on the traditions of the church, but that she also enjoyed the racier music of the nightclubs too, so she performed both Church Gospel, and the material she was given clubs, defying conventions of the time.
It was not long before she joined Lucky Millinder and his Band, and by October 1938, signed with Decca Records, who were keen to capitalise on her new style. The new material with Lucky Millinder was a tremendous success for her new found secular audience like Rock Me, though the tone and way it was sung lost too much of the original religious meaning for her church audience. Hits like “Tall Skinny Papa”, however were very risqué for the time which certainly made Rosetta seem very rebellious. It turned out that Rosetta was contractually obligated to perform whatever was and had told her friends and family that she did not like the material, but had no other choice; a young black woman without much experience of the industry or legal sector.
After the controversy, she managed to reach an agreement with Millinder to be able to move back to the material she was more comfortable with, and that people loved. Her old alienated church fans returned, and she gained new following from people who loved her music. By the age of 25, she was rated as one of the most successful popular musicians in the US, choosing the songs she wanted to sing, carving her way through the white male dominated industry in her own unique way. She was rich, famous, and adored by fans across the USA.
Through the 1940s she spent much of her life touring on the road, headlining with different gospel quartets, like the Dixi Hummingbirds in support. She could choose who she wanted, however with the US in the 1940s still being under segregation, it was very taboo for black and white artists to perform together. This was something she was happy to defy when without mentioning race, she booked the Jordanaires, an all-white gospel vocal quartet from Springfield Missouri to perform at a black venue with her. During the Second World War, Rosetta found a place in the hearts of the black soldier community, who were able to claim the star as their own, they were also suffering under segregation, despite their risk and sacrifices to their nation.
Around this time Rosetta really started to step into her own, taking all that she had learned from her ever-constant mother, and from her experiences with her community in the church and shared her performances with people all over the country, with her audiences made up of regular, poor working class Black Americans, people who were working hard against everything in their way to better themselves. Offering hope and inspiration through her performances as she would leave everyone feeling personally touched. She was so popular that when she was booked for a show, such huge crowds would attend that the queues would be several blocks long.
Her 1944 song “Strange things happening everyday”, one of her biggest, showed a stark reflection of contradictions, at the end of the war when prosperity and freedom were being proclaimed as the right of all Americans, it expressed many of the sadder ironies she was experiencing while on the road as a star, but also living as a black person under the US system on apartheid.
Rosetta was one of the first touring stars to have her own tour bus with beds in the back. This would have been very odd for white artists, however being black, she was not allowed into many hotels, so rather than by choice, she needed the bus to be able to tour the US in some sense of comfort and safety. It was not just hotels though, but restaurants, cafes, public toilets, transport and even water fountains. Gordan Stoker of the Jordanaires recounted how when they were on tour with Rosetta, due to the segregation, they would often have to go into a restaurant, order extra, and take some out to her in the tour bus, as she would not be allowed in to eat. Some places would take a chance with breaking the laws on segregation and serve her food at the back door for her to take back to the bus, but it was far from guaranteed.
By the age of 30 she had gotten out of two unhappy marriages, had several relationships with both men and women, and had been on the road for many years. She met Marie Knight in 1946 and asked her to team up, and they did “Up Above my Head” and then went on the road together alone; with Marie playing piano and percussion, and Rosetta Guitar and piano, they needed no one else. Beyond being a complete two-person band. It was risky in the 1940s for two women to be on the road together alone, however as they were lovers it allowed them a certain degree of freedom. Although Rosetta never admitted publicly, it was a widely known secret in the entertainment world, however the degree of openness they had there would have destroyed careers in the outside world where homophobia was still also politically the norm.
In 1950 Marie’s mother and two small children were killed in a fire, unable to cope with the trauma, Marie drifted away, leaving Rosetta, ending their life of independence on the road. Less than a year later, when concert promotors suggested to Rosetta about having her 3rd wedding as a publicity stunt in Washington’s Griffith Stadium, sell tickets so her fans could be present and recording rights sold to Decca, so they could be distributed. She agreed, still with no idea of who she would marry. Weeks before the planned date for the concert wedding, Russel Morrison, a minor name in the music industry, offered to become Rosetta’s 3rd husband and manager, and she agreed, which surprised a few people.
In addition to paying admission to her ceremony, Rosetta received the full celebrity treatment with a huge array of fine wedding gift, including a TV. Her wedding was conducted as a real ceremony with a real minister, with her on the pitcher’s mound, centre of a huge show with many of her old friends and colleagues attending like Lucky Millinder, Marie Knight, and the Rosettes. As well as a stadium of mostly black people who had come to attend, the event resonated throughout the country with coverage of the Cinderella like story being covered in the newspapers and then release by Decca Records.
Russel however was only interested in easy living, although the wedding had increased sales for a while, he was completely out of his depth as her manager, and just living off her talent running her opportunities down. Not only that, but it was quite widely known that he was cheating on her, with close friends of hers, like Marie Knight and Lottie Henry (of the Rosettes) trying to help her.
It was at this time that back in the South, where Rosetta had originally lived, young white musicians were getting into the complex rhythms and energy that African-American gospel; with people like Elvis Presley being sat in the back of a black church on a Sunday evening to hear gospel music. Even though Rosetta had already brought gospel to the popular scene 20 years before. In many earlier performances, Elvis almost seems to have been channelling Rosetta Tharpe, her influence on him before developing his own unique style is unmistakable. It was not just Elvis who saw and adapted from Gospel and Sister Rosetta, people like Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, and Buddy Holly all borrowed from it in their own way to create the foundations of rock and roll. Chuck Berry would call his career “one long Sister Rosetta impersonation”. It is unsurprising to see the influence of Rosetta on these young white men, she would have been a superstar to the first generation of rockers when they were growing up. By the 1950s, Rock’n’roll was a well-established genus which had young white men at the lead, not the middle-aged black lady who had inspired much of it. Her bookings were disappearing, as she had not kept up with the times, performing the same material as 20 years before and so she was forced into living in a small terrace house in Philadelphia with her aging mother.
In 1957 she got a chance phone call from English Dixieland style jazz trombonist, Chris Barber, who happened to be a devoted fan of hers. He booked her to go on tour with him and his band for one month, playing across the UK on a nationwide tour, this would include Brangwyn Hall, Swansea, among others. She played her guitar louder than Barber’s whole jazz band, but no one cared as she was so enthralling, even though she was booked only as a supporting act, she stole the show, once again. Until this point, the British public had only seen white interpretations of blues and gospel music, suddenly with the genuine article available in Europe for the first time, Rosetta started getting loads of bookings again. By early 1960s, her influence had spread on that side of the Atlantic to the likes of Bob Dylan, Muddy Waters and had inspired a great many brits to pick up an electric guitar.
In the Summer of 1964, Rosetta was booked by Granada Television in a folk blues and gospel special, with American musicians, and audience of English students, the venue chosen was a unique disused railway station in Chorlton-cum-Hardy, south of Manchester. A curiosity with audience on one platform, performers on the opposite. She arose to the situation with the massive gap, and the drama of the event, to really reach the audience on the other side of the track, now at 49 years old, being on the road for 40 years, but even in rainy wet English Summer, she still had it, from her entrance by horse drawn carriage. Performing against an odd misplaced western style stage set, she captivated the audience with her singing and guitar, however this was not just for those there, but was then broadcast to a wider British audience, winning her new fans in Europe.
Meanwhile while everything was going well once again for Rosetta in Europe, in 1968 her mother, Katie Bell who had been in bad health, died, in Philidelphia. Rosetta’s one constance through her ever-changing life on the road; her loss took a toll on Rosetta, depression, and then diagnosed with diabetes. In 1970 she developed a black spot on one of her feet but refused to go to the doctor, it went black and then had to have it amputated. Around this time here husband Russel started getting very possessive, keeping people from Rosetta as time went on, Rosetta kept saying to people she saw that she was going to come back and do more shows. However, she never got the chance as she died on the 9th of October 1973.
She had a quite small very personal funeral, with a half full church, and traditional open casket; Rosetta having been made up by her former partner, Marie Knight. Since 2008, the State of Pennsylvania declared the 11th of January to be Sister Rosetta Tharpe Day in her honour. Rosetta’s story is an interesting one that combines multiple consciousness in such a way with her unique life of experiences, pushing back through the US apartheid system, and continuing the proud black tradition of brave activists and leaders of hope like Marcus Garvey, Harriet Tubman, Malcolm X and MLK, in her own distinct way. Further than this, Rosetta, the original mold-breaker managed to revolutionise music at a time when it was certainly white and male dominated, in a way that no one would have foreseen and captivated both Christians and Agnostic fans with her gospel, in both the US, and then across the Atlantic in the UK and Europe.
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