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Rhiannon Giddens’ solo debut, 7Tomorrow is My Turn, is not only a brilliant expression of musicianship and

a Billboard chart-topping album, but it is also an incisive folk narrative and survey of influential women in
American music. With Tomorrow is My Turn, Giddens continues the important work she began with The Caro-
lina Chocolate Drops!, re-envisioning gems of the past in a new context and for a new audience. The Chocolate
Drops, an African American string band dedicated to rediscovering, reinterpreting, and reinvigorating string
band music for a new generation, were initially inspired by visiting with and learning from the style of old-time
North Carolina fiddler, Joe Thompson. Their 2010 album, Genuine Negro Jig, earned a Grammy for Best Tra-
ditional Folk Album. Although Giddens’ solo album encompasses a wider purview musically, featuring blues,
gospel, soul, jazz and country, what drives this album is her evocative reinterpretation of vocal music from
another time. Each song is its own rich story and reminder of the lineage and progression of American music.
Mellifluous, commanding, and vulnerable all at once,
Giddens’ vocals mesmerize through this tapestry of
interwoven stories, voices, genres and expression that
combine unabashedly into a woman’s point of view.
With this album we hear, not only from Giddens, who
displays extraordinary range, but also from the wom-
en who inspired her and paved her way. Nina Simone,
Elizabeth “Libba” Cotten, Geeshie Wiley, Dolly Par-
ton, Odetta, and Sister Rosetta Tharpe are among the
“angels,” as Giddens calls them, who contribute their
voices and verses to this transcendent album.?

RHIANNON GIDDENS

The raw simplicity of the opening track, “Last
Kind Words,” sets the tone for the narrative that un-
folds. Although Giddens’ version is atmospherically
laced with mandolin and bass, the effect feels rather
faithful to Geeshie Wiley’s 1930 recording (https://
archive.org/details/Words), letting the heart of the
guitar and vocals speak this simple yet haunting Tomorrow is My Turn
minor blues melody. Giddens explains her choice Album by Rhiannon Giddens
for opening with this tune:

I thought it would be really cool to open up with “Last Kind Words” because most people have
no idea who Geeshie was or what she did; it kind of represents every woman from her time, every
unknown black woman toiling away. I really liked that idea. Who knows how many more were
making incredible music, and writing incredible songs like that, living these lives??

Giddens’ decision to open her album singing the words of an essentially anonymous woman, validates not only
Wiley’s voice, and Giddens’ voice, but every woman’s voice.* It announces the album as a telling of every
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woman’s story through the language of love, loss, relationships, regret, ambition, spirituality, vulnerability, and,
ultimately, strength.

Although Giddens tackles a remarkable range of styles on the album, all equally compelling, the showstop-
ping number is clearly Giddens’ rendition of “Waterboy,” the traditional work song popularized by Odetta in
the 1960s.> Similarly, in 2013, Giddens brought the house down with this song during a Town Hall concert
for the live performance of the music from Inside Llewyn Davis. Excerpts from that performance can be seen
in the Showtime movie Another Day Another Time: Celebrating the Music of Inside Llewyn Davis. Giddens’
command of the music, her fellow performers and the audience is palpable in the silence surrounding her last
phrase, “If you don’t come right here, gonna tell your pa on you.” “Round About the Mountain,” the spiritual as
arranged by Roland Hayes, is another intriguing vocal performance tackled by Giddens. Inspired by Florence
Quivar’s classical performance and then reinterpreted through a folk lens, the version on Giddens’ album is a
slightly slower groove and is accentuated by ethereal tremolos and glissandi creating a meditative effect. Gid-
dens’ upbeat, hip-hop-flavored interpretation of “Black is the Color” is probably the most playful and surpris-
ing track on the album. She has taken the traditional folk tune, often performed in a melancholy and reflective
manner, to new heights as a giddy dance reminiscent of blossoming love.® Giddens has rewritten the lyrics into
a hybrid of new and old sentiment. All of these features coalesce into a light-hearted, yet addictive take on love.

Musically Giddens is backed by some of the most impressive folk and bluegrass musicians playing today. T-Bone
Burnett (O Brother, Where Art Thou; Walk the Line), the album’s producer, has brought together an all-star lineup in-
cluding Jay Bellerose (drummer); Gabe Witcher (fiddle), Noam Pikelny (banjo) and Paul Kowert (bass) from the Punch
Brothers; Hubby Jenkins (bones and guitar) of the Carolina Chocolate Drops; Keefus Ciancia (keyboard) and Dennis
Crouch (bass). Even Jack Ashford of Funk Brothers fame can be heard on multiple tracks. The resulting sound is rich,
layered and diverse as the musicians embody decades of experience and perspectives on the American music scene.

In reviews of this album and her current tour, Giddens’ voice has been described as “a revelation,” “soul-
ful,” “sumptuous,” “phenomenal,” “so powerful it could scorch the rafters,” and “mobile, intelligent, ready to
talk back to anyone’s presumptions.”” It is no wonder that she appears on the album exclusively as a vocalist.
However, it is also slightly disappointing that Giddens’ instrumental talents are not featured in this context.

One of the powerful things about her as a force on the American roots music scene is the fact that she is more
than a singer; she is a talented banjo player, fiddler and songwriter. In most all of the videos found of Gid-

dens prior to this debut album, we see her with an instrument as an accompaniment and extension of her voice.
Fortunately, Giddens is showcasing her multi-instrumentalist talents on the tour associated with Tomorrow is
My Turn, utilizing fiddle and banjo to accompany herself and lead the band.® Hopefully that will continue. As
I’m sure Giddens is aware, women in folk and bluegrass have been fighting perception issues for years. Murphy
Hicks Henry’s 2013 book, Pretty Good for a Girl, highlights the fact that women are still often underestimated
or marginalized as bluegrass and roots instrumentalists, while they have achieved some acclaim and acceptance
as vocalists.” As a fiddler myself, I am thrilled to see women musicians (both singers and instrumentalists) like
Rhiannon Giddens, Sarah Jarosz, Sara Watkins and Brittany Haas gaining in prominence and appreciation on
the American roots music scene, fiercely paving the way for further transformation!

While some may see Tomorrow is My Turn as a disparate collection of tunes, Giddens likens it to the early
tradition of singers:

... there were no ‘blues singers’ or ‘country singers’—there was no such thing, there were just
singers. You had Jimmie Rodgers doing blues hollers and you had black string bands doing what
we now call hillbilly tunes. It was a much more fluid thing. So to me this record is just in that tradi-
tion. It’s just American music.'
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Perhaps the album is like Giddens herself—the embodiment of a new American voice and a new American
musician. Giddens walks multiple paths and inhabits multiple, sometimes seemingly contradictory perspectives.
She is both gritty folksinger and classically-trained opera artist (Oberlin Music School); mixed race (African-
American, European, and Native American); vocalist and multi-instrumentalist. Giddens speaks of her own
soul-searching for identity, “I always felt culturally adrift as a child,” she says, “because I’'m mixed race. I’ve
had to deal with that since I was little. Who am 1? What makeup do I have? What are the black and the white?”’"!
And in another interview, Giddens recounts, “Where I found my identity was when I realized that I’'m from
North Carolina. It’s not so much that I’'m black or I’'m white or I’'m Indian or whatever. I’'m Southern. And fur-
thermore I’m a North Carolinian. That was a really important part of this music—finding the identity.”"?

Ultimately, the identity seems embedded in the narrative—the voices of women who came before Giddens
and all of us, the stories that resonate with our shared humanity. Giddens’ only original composition on the
album, “Angel City,” caps off the narrative as tribute to the pioneering women who paved her way. Written as
an inspired response to her experience working on the Bob Dylan tribute project, Lost on the River: The New
Basement Tapes, Giddens, includes the song here acknowledging the rich lineage of women who paved a way in
stories, songs and suffering.

Time and time at hand

You helped me over the sand
Gently rising to be

You walked a mile with me

Giddens explains, “I’m standing on their shoulders,” and acknowledges her angels, “You were all so good to
me.”"* There is no doubt she will be an angel of inspiration to generations of musicians to come.
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