Nasseri

1

Looking at the music industry today, it is clear that there is an imbalance between men and women. The basic model for any musical band has always been an all male group. If women exist in this equation, they are usually made the back-up singers or used as a ploy to attract more listeners/viewers. Nowadays, more and more women are choosing to write and perform their own songs. So how do these women gain recognition without becoming sex objects and sacrificing their real ‘identity’?  


These talented women are finally getting the break they deserve. According to Merilee Kelly, a DJ in Los Angeles, the reason why the popularity of female artists has surged in recent years is because of the influences of all the singer/songwriters of the past. She says that, “once female artists started winning awards, you began to see more media attention and articles written on women and their music."
  It all started when more and more female artists started winning more and more awards outside of the ‘Best Female’ category. Record companies saw this as a breakthrough and started signing up more and more female artists. 

But what exactly brought about this breakthrough? A main contributor to this is singer/songwriter Sarah McLachlan, who in 1997 organized the Lilith fair, an all-female summer-concert festival. The fair usually features artists like Sheryl Crow, Shawn Colvin and even Queen Latifah. Her reasons behind organizing this event were because she saw, “so many great and talented woman musicians, but none of them were being represented at any of the summer festivals.” The fair allows women to showcase their talent in a “non-threatening, coffee house-like atmosphere.” 
 

As successful as it is, the fair is not without its share of criticism. Jerry Falwell, the senior editor for The National Liberty Journal contributed an article to its June issue in which he criticized the tour as an event to honour a pagan figure and promote immoral sexual behaviour
. For some men, they think that Lilith Fair is nothing more than an “immature way of getting back at the guys…”
 They argue that having an all-female festival is not balancing anything. Instead, it is widening the gap between both sexes in the music industry.  That being the case, why is it that every summer, this event is a sell-out? Apparently, the music that is not threatening, the songs that are intelligent and the singers that are attractive are what help make each festival a sell-out. The public is able to recognize talent that is here to stay and therefore go out and support these women.  “Marketability may come and go but talent demands to be heard”, James Kahn remarked about the recent emergence of more and more female artists onto the music scene.
 
So if Lilith Fair intends to balance the scales between male and female singer/songwriters, why is Lilith Fair an all-female festival? When it first started, the idea was to give female artists a summer festival to attend. And McLachlan even considered welcoming male artists in its second year. However, she decided that, “this is so wonderful the way it is; it's like, don't fix it if it's not broke…it's been just a wonderful success on every level, and I think it would be a real shame to change the idea."
 For her, the music is for the “melodies and not the manifestos”.
 For McLachlan, it is about a “celebration of women, of goddesses and womanhood of yesterday and the feminism of tomorrow.”
 She felt that there had to be a place where women artists could prove that they too could have a sell out concert without the backing of male dominated bands. So with the immense success of the Lilith Fair, does this mean that women in music can only excel in one-off festivals like these? Female artists succeed when they take control of their careers. Only the artists, whether male or female will know what sells. It does not matter if the festival is an all female festival or a 50-50 male-female festival, the bottom line is when female artists start to take control of their careers (and lives), they start succeeding.

Even though the role of women in the music industry has greatly improved in the last ten years, the industry is still a sexist one. Radio stations still consider it extremely risky to play female artists back to back for fear of losing listeners. Demanding quality work is still a right reserved only for men. Female artists who demand the same quality of work as men and strive for perfection are labeled as ‘bitches’ and ‘whores’. As a perfectionist, Madonna prefers to edit and produce her own music. In doing so, she angers a lot of the males still dominating the music production area.  "If a man was going on behaving the way I did, I don't think that he would be considered...the anti Christ...or whatever else people may refer to me as”.


Flicking through various music channels like MTV or BET or VH-1, it is obvious that most of the female artists featured are blatantly using their bodies to boost their sales. Take for example Latin pop star Jennifer Lopez. From her very first single ‘If You Had My Love’, she establishes herself as the ideal sex symbol that men (and some women) want to have and women want to learn from. She becomes some kind of fantasy for both men and women. Because this was her debut single, it had to be something so different to make it stick in the viewer’s memory and one of a kind to stand out among the plethora of other pop acts. She uses her sexuality in her music videos as a means to attract more audience. In her videos, she comes across as easily obtainable yet still out of reach. She has great talent and uses her body to her advantage. However, as wonderful as fantasy is, one day we will have to eventually come back and live in the real world. For ratings to go up, all that is needed is a music video and a song that relates to the public. Take for example Lauryn Hill’s album ‘The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill’. Directly, the public can relate to the album. Indirectly, they know that the things she is singing about are real-life situations (unlike Sisqo’s ‘The Thong Song’). And to prove my point, in 1999, she won 4 awards from the MTV Video Music Awards for Video of the Year, Best R&B Video, Best Female Video and Best Art Direction in a Video.
 It just goes to show that you can be both successful and maintain a healthy amount of self worth.


But is sex appeal such a bad thing? In the dowdy, male dominated world of classical music, it is a blessing to see so many fresh-faced female talents that are oozing glamour and sex appeal. Most of them string players; they present images that range from sensuality and mature charms to the girl-next-door allure.
 Although there have been a few women composers in the past (Clara Schumann, Fanny Mendelssohn and Amy Beach to name a few), their work has only now being appreciated.
 In a world where marketing is extremely important, musicians agree that “the more we…appeal to the broader audience, the better”.
 Having said this, the career of an artist will never take off if the music is lacking. 
 However, it is worth mentioning that foundation of classical music was originally made from the intersection of art and music.


Teen bands have always been around. They are fashioned to fit into the generation they live in-the ‘60s had The Beatles, the ‘70s had The Bay City Rollers, the ‘80s had The New Kids On The Block…the ‘90s…Take That and Boyzone.
 So where have all the girls gone? Boy bands have dominated the past but girl groups are now catching up. Just take a look at the Atomic Kittens, Girls Aloud and The Donnas. The rate at which these groups are being churned out makes you wonder whether they are being put together because of their talent or because of their ability to sell. Most of the time, these groups are created because of their physical attractiveness first, ability second. As long as the demand for these kinds of groups are high enough, they will continue to be ‘manufactured’.

Slowly but surely, things are starting to change for the better. Even guitar manufacturers, who traditionally, used women as advertising gimmicks for their products are starting to cater for women. A few years ago, the only association between females and guitars was something like a naked woman protecting her modesty with a guitar. Nowadays, more and more guitar and music magazines have positive images of women in their advertising.
 Women are finally breaking into the “fraternity of guitar giants” (in 1995, Fender came out with its signature narrow-necked electric guitar called the Bonnie Raitt guitar.)
. 

Looking at the big picture, it is obvious what women can achieve and create given the opportunity-they can be sexy and attractive and still achieve success, no matter what they are doing. It may take awhile for it to ring loud and clear but believe me; women are doing it for themselves. 
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� Over the past 175 years, a dashing, Byronic image was eagerly sought after by many of the important figures in composition and performance. Franz Liszt, devastatingly handsome, was the most famous lover in Europe as well the greatest pianist; women fought over the cigar butts he left on the piano after a concert. Time Magazine December 11, 1995 Vol. 146 No. 24.


� The Guardian, Caroline Sullivan, June 1999.


� http://www.jayefoucher.com/images/gallery/ghsad.jpg


� http://home.earthlink.net/~bigsismedia/bonnieraitt.html





