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Beyoncé dazzles onstage wherever she goes – like the Barcelona, Spain, date of the On The Run II Tour in 2018.






INTRODUCTION

BEYONCÉ HAS BEEN A DOMINANT FORCE IN POPULAR MUSIC FOR CLOSE TO 30 YEARS. THE SECRET IS HER DEEP CURIOSITY AND COMMITMENT TO PUSHING HER MUSIC FORWARD: AFTER ACHIEVING SUCCESS WITH R&B, SOUL AND HIP-HOP, SHE CONTINUES TO EXPAND HER SONIC PALETTE TO INCLUDE GENRES SUCH AS HOUSE MUSIC, COUNTRY, ROCK, AFROBEAT AND ELECTRONIC MUSIC. EVERY STEP OF THE WAY, BEYONCÉ ELEVATES BLACK VOICES, CULTURE AND HISTORY – ENSURING THAT HER SUCCESS SHINES A LIGHT ON BOTH HER PROMINENT INFLUENCES AND FIGURES WHO DESERVE MORE OF THE SPOTLIGHT.

Beyoncé’s approach to her music is virtuosic; she hears potential songs within mere fragments of sound and frequently incorporates tracks with imaginative samples. “I don’t play any instrument,” she once said. “I have writers that I write with, or I have writers that will send me a full song, and I’ll rearrange it: change the second verse, change the melody, keep a chord that I like, and recreate it. Just depends. I might bring in whoever I think can help the song.”1

She also doesn’t sweat working with just a beat, she added: “It’s the most fun for me. I’ll get somebody to play whatever I hum for the bassline. So I’m creating a whole track with my voice.”2 No wonder Diana Gordon, one of the songwriters behind the Lemonade track “Sorry”, once described Beyoncé as “a scientist of songs” before adding, “I’ve never seen anyone work the way she works.”3

Long-time collaborator Rodney Jerkins has compared her to Michael Jackson, while Stuart White, her personal engineer and mixer since 2012, called her “a true genius at producing – and she’s brilliantly right on it, all the time.”4 Then there’s producer Dre, who witnessed Beyoncé flawlessly singing a tune she had never heard before – in French, no less – after hearing it just three times. “In three listens, she picked up on a sample in a different language and sang the whole thing,” he recalled. “When I saw that, I was like, ‘This is a totally different level.’”5

Beyoncé: The Stories Behind the Songs chronologically explores her entire music career, beginning with the influential R&B/hip-hop she created with Destiny’s Child in the late 1990s and early 2000s, then moving on to cover her solo work, including features, collaborations and rarities. Pairing musical and visual analysis with quotes from Beyoncé and her musical collaborators, this book celebrates the power of her voice and her culture-changing platform, her commitment to activism – and the ambition and brilliance that has made her one of the most successful (and innovative) musicians of all time.




PART I

DESTINY’S CHILD




01   DESTINY’S CHILD

THERE’S A VERY GOOD REASON WHY DESTINY’S CHILD SOUNDS SO POLISHED ON THEIR 1998 SELF-TITLED DEBUT ALBUM: AS KIDS, THREE MEMBERS OF THE GROUP – BEYONCÉ, LATAVIA ROBERSON AND KELLY ROWLAND – WERE IN A GROUP CALLED GIRLS TYME THAT PLAYED GIGS AROUND HOUSTON AND DALLAS AND APPEARED ON THE NATIONAL TV SHOW STAR SEARCH.

”We did not win,” Beyoncé said years later about their appearance on the show, “but that was the turning point in our career.”1 Girls Tyme doubled down on their music – among other things, they put in long hours rehearsing and taking lessons – and ended up reorganizing as a quartet that included LeToya Luckett. A major label deal with Elektra Records fell through, but after a series of name changes, the group ended up signing another record deal in 1996 with Columbia/Sony Records under the moniker Destiny’s Child. The group was on their way.

Released in February 1998, their debut album Destiny’s Child featured big names like Jermaine Dupri, Wyclef Jean and Pras of the Fugees, Master P and D’Wayne Wiggins of Tony! Toni! Toné! However, their contributions don’t overshadow the group; instead, the album emerges as a showcase for the quartet’s vocal harmonies and musical versatility. The vocalists touch on sophisticated neo-soul (“Birthday”, the Isley Brothers-referencing “Second Nature”), throwback ’70s soul (the uptempo, Al Green-sampling “Bridges”), ballads (“Tell Me”) and contemporary R&B (“Show Me The Way”).

Destiny’s Child also featured several well-curated covers, including a wistful take on the Commodores’ 1979 hit “Sail On” that eventually bloomed into harmony-driven catharsis. “Illusion”, meanwhile, is a cover of the 1982 electro-disco hit “Just an Illusion” by the UK band Imagination. The latter song in particular gave Destiny’s Child a chance to flex their hip-hop skills, something they’d revisit on subsequent albums, while a dance remix of the song called “DubiLLusions” offered glimpses of Beyoncé’s powerhouse diva future.

The album ends with the lovely ballad “My Time Has Come” (Dedicated to Andretta Tillman)”, a tribute to their former manager, who died of lupus in 1997. Majestic strings and piano call to mind an elegiac church hymn, as Beyoncé sings about trusting yourself and how you feel, and not letting fear stand in the way of moving forward.

The international edition of Destiny’s Child includes the TLC-esque “Know That”, an upbeat R&B song produced by Father Shaheed of Poor Righteous Teachers that interpolates Suzanne Vega’s “Tom’s Diner”. The Japanese edition, meanwhile, features a rendition of “Amazing Grace”. And the 2001 European reissue edition includes “You’re the Only One”, a love song driven by funky grooves.

Destiny’s Child was certified platinum on the strength of the single “No, No, No”, which became the group’s first major hit, peaking at No. 3 on the Billboard Hot 100. And while the album itself peaked well outside of the top 40, it was successful enough that when Destiny’s Child returned a few years later with The Writing’s on the Wall, they were poised to come into their own.
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As a kid, Beyoncé was in a group called Girls Tyme with Latavia Robertson and Kelly Rowland. Later, this trio teamed up with LeToya Luckett and reorganized as Destiny’s Child.



NO, NO, NO

[ SINGLE ]

Released: October 27, 1997 (single) / February 17, 1998 (album)

Writers: Mary Brown, Rob Fusari, Calvin Gaines, Vincent Herbert

Producers: Rob Fusari and Vincent Herbert

Select Alternate Versions: Part 1, Part 2 (featuring Wyclef Jean), Camdino Soul extended remix

The protagonist of “No, No, No” has a simple request: she’d like her romantic crush to stop being cagey about his feelings and stop denying that he likes her. The song was co-written by Rob Fusari, who was then an aspiring songwriter hunkered down in a studio in his mother’s basement trying to make his music career happen. His fortunes changed when writer/producer Vincent Herbert came to visit, heard “No, No, No”, and suspected it might work for Destiny’s Child. “I gave him a cassette, and he calls me that night and says, ‘We’re cutting the record’,” Fusari later recalled. “‘And I’ve got a guarantee it will be their first single.’”2 Herbert kept his promise: the tune was released in 1997 as a single under the title “No, No, No”. Not long after, the song ended up evolving into two distinct versions, both of which appeared on Destiny’s Child’s 1998 debut album. Part 1 is a sparkling R&B slow jam, while the brisker Part 2 features Wyclef Jean and boasts an insistent rhythmic sample of Love Unlimited Orchestra’s “Strange Games & Things”.

WITH ME

[ SINGLE ]

Released: April 20, 1998 (single) / February 17, 1998 (album)

Writers: Jermaine Dupri, Master P, Manuel Seal (Part 2 also features the Destiny’s Child members)

Producers: Jermaine Dupri and Manuel Seal

Select Alternate Versions: Part 1, Part 2

As with “No, No, No”, Destiny’s Child contains two distinct versions of this song. Although both are based around the spiralling piano line of TRU’s 1997 song “Freak Hoes”, Part 2 is distinguished by vocal contributions from rapper Master P. Lyrically, “With Me” was meant as a response to Usher’s “You Make Me Wanna”, a song from the perspective of a man who’s ready to break up his stable relationship because he’s met someone new. In contrast, Destiny’s Child’s song is from the perspective of that other woman, who is telling the unsuspecting girlfriend about the cheating and subterfuge.

KILLING TIME

[ SOUNDTRACK / ALBUM TRACK ]

Released: Summer 1997 (Men in Black: The Album) / February 17, 1998 (album)

Writers: Taura Stinson and D’Wayne Wiggins

Producer: D’Wayne Wiggins

In June 1997, on ads for the soundtrack to the blockbuster film Men in Black, Destiny’s Child received billing alongside hip-hop heavyweights such as De La Soul, Nas and A Tribe Called Quest. The occasion was their neo-soul song “Killing Time”, co-written and co-produced by D’Wayne Wiggins of Tony! Toni! Toné!. Slow and melancholy, the tune depicts a lonely narrator who’s waiting for her absent partner to return. Until then, she’s biding her time and assuring him that she’s remaining loyal.
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Destiny’s Child started their career off strong with 1997’s “Killing Time,” a song that appeared on the Men In Black soundtrack.
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Destiny’s Child, pictured in summer 1997 in a recording studio in southwest Houston, very quickly became involved in production and songwriting.






02   THE WRITING’S ON THE WALL

THE WRITING’S ON THE WALL WAS A MAJOR STEP FORWARD FOR DESTINY’S CHILD. CHALK IT UP TO EXPERIENCE: IN THE YEAR AND A HALF SINCE RELEASING THEIR SELF-TITLED DEBUT ALBUM, THE GROUP HAD OPENED FOR BOYZ II MEN AND FIGURED OUT WHAT WORKED FOR THEM MUSICALLY. “THEY GOT MORE INVOLVED IN THE [THE WRITING’S ON THE WALL] CREATIVE PROCESS,” SAID MATHEW KNOWLES, BEYONCÉ’S DAD AND THE GROUP’S MANAGER. AMONG OTHER THINGS, HE NOTED THAT BEYONCÉ STARTED CO-PRODUCING SONGS AND ALSO BEGAN CO-WRITING TUNES ALONG WITH SOME OF THE OTHER GROUP MEMBERS. “THEY HAD BEEN A PART OF THE WRITING [PROCESS] AND PUTTING THEIR OWN MARK ON THE RECORDS IN TERMS OF HOW THEY FELT THEY SHOULD BE.”3

But Destiny’s Child also worked with new collaborators who favoured a younger sound, such as Kevin “She’kspere” Briggs and Kandi Burruss – who were having a huge 1999 after co-writing TLC’s smash “No Scrubs” – and producer Rodney “Darkchild” Jerkins. “The first record was successful but not hugely successful,” Beyoncé said. “It was a neo-soul record and we were 15 years old. It was way too mature for us.”4

Unsurprisingly, The Writing’s on the Wall’s sound was immediately much more contemporary, drawing on influences from Southern hip-hop and vibrant pop production. Briggs and Burruss especially favoured colourful, popping-bubble beats alongside other instruments: “Bills, Bills, Bills” pairs a wary harpsichord with cascading harmonies; “Hey Ladies” boasts a slipshod backdrop with stuttering rhythms; and acoustic guitar flutters propel “So Good”. Elsewhere, “If You Leave” is a collaboration with the R&B troupe Next, while Immature member Marques Houston co-wrote “Where’d You Go”. And even songs with retro flair – the Jody Watley co-write “Sweet Sixteen” and the sophisticated soul-jazz number “She Can’t Love You” – feel fresh.

Thematically, the album focused on relatable matters of the heart – namely, romantic ups and downs. Lead-off track “Intro (The Writing’s on the Wall)” pays tribute to the Godfather scene from the 1996 movie Set It Off: the spoken-word tune cheekily references “Beyoncé Corleone” and outlines relationship commandments that the group references throughout the album.

The slinky R&B number “Temptation” is about feeling torn between your partner and a handsome stranger; another slow jam, “Now That She’s Gone”, slams a man for his indecisiveness and lack of commitment, because he was hedging his bets between two women; “Stay” pleads for a boyfriend not to leave; and the Missy Elliott-featuring “Confessions” is from the perspective of a woman divulging that she was unfaithful. Poignantly, the album ends with another heartfelt tribute to their late manager Andretta Tillman, an a-cappella take on “Amazing Grace” that allows the group to show off their gospel influences.

The Writing’s on the Wall’s international edition features the funky, syncopated “Get on the Bus” – which has a guest appearance by Timbaland and is also on the soundtrack to 1998’s Why Do Fools Fall in Love – while the ’90s R&B girl-group jam “Can’t Help Myself” is a lost classic released only in the group’s hometown of Houston.

It all added up to a blockbuster album that reached the top 10 in both the US and UK. Years later, Beyoncé noted that Destiny’s Child “had no idea that The Writing’s on the Wall would be as big a record as it was, especially worldwide. You have to remember at that time that we’d talk to people at the record company and they’d say, ‘Look, they don’t even play R&B in Europe right now.’”5 But the album and Destiny’s Child changed this perception – and helped usher in a golden age of modern hip-hop and R&B.

BUG A BOO

[ SINGLE ]

Released: September 7, 1999 (single) / July 27, 1999 (album)

Writers: Kevin Briggs, Kandi Burruss, Beyoncé Knowles, LeToya Luckett, LaTavia Roberson, Kelly Rowland

Producer: Kevin “She’kspere” Briggs

Select Alternate Versions: Refugee Camp Remix featuring Wyclef Jean, Maurice’s Xclusive “Bug a Boo” Club Mix

“Bug a Boo” is all about the importance of setting boundaries. The narrator references charmingly obsolete communication methods (the telephone company MCI, America Online email) while telling someone to back off, stop lovebombing and respect her wishes for no contact. “Bug a Boo” was “written for the fellas,” Beyoncé later said, “but there are some female bug a boos out there. We wanted everyone to be able to relate to it.”6 Driven by a syncopated sample of Toto’s 1978 song “Child’s Anthem” that flashes like a camera shutter, the brisk “Bug a Boo” boasts sassy, exasperated vocals and uptempo hip-hop rhythms. “At the time, people weren’t really singing over those types of tracks,” said co-writer Kandi Burruss. “You’d look at it as something they’d rap over.”7 The members of Destiny’s Child actually weren’t into the song at first, she added: “I remember Beyoncé was telling the rest of the girls, ‘Y’all, if we really don’t like this, maybe we should let [producer She’kspere] know.’” However, Burruss worked with the group and they came around – and “Bug a Boo” became a US top 40 hit and peaked at No. 2 in the UK.

JUMPIN’, JUMPIN’

[ SINGLE ]

Released: July 18, 2000 (single) / July 27, 1999 (album)

Writers: Chad Elliott, Beyoncé Knowles, Rufus Moore

Producers: Jovonn Alexander, Chad Elliott, Beyoncé Knowles

Select Alternate Versions: So So Def remix clean version featuring Jermaine Dupri, Da Brat and Lil Bow Wow, Maurice’s Jumpin’ Retro mix, Azza’s remix

One of the most inventive, circa-Y2K, hip-hop club jams, the buoyant “Jumpin’, Jumpin’” combines honey-sweet R&B harmonies and fiery pop hooks. Incredibly enough, this song emerged from a musical mix-up. Co-writer/co-producer Chad Elliott and his collaborators Rufus Moore and Jovonn Alexander sent Mathew Knowles a CD of in-progress tracks for Destiny’s Child to check out. Much to Elliott’s dismay, the disc accidentally included a tune called “The Ambush Crew” that he was working on for a separate, personal project. However, Beyoncé happened to like the track and came up with new lyrics, christening the song “Jumpin’, Jumpin’”.

Elliott was “blown away” by the transformation, he says. “Now it was a call for women to leave their significant others at home and go clubbing. It was a female twist that took me by surprise .… [But] there was something democratic about it, too, because it was also telling men to do the same thing, without their women.”8 Elliott gave his blessing to the song – and it became a massive global hit.
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Destiny’s Child put the work in to become a success. Here the group is seen performing at a Virgin Megastore in Paris.



BILLS, BILLS, BILLS

[ SINGLE ]

Released: May 31, 1999 (single) / July 27, 1999 (album)

Writers: Kevin Briggs, Kandi Burruss, Beyoncé Knowles, LeToya Luckett, Kelly Rowland

Producers: Kevin “She’kspere” Briggs

Alternate Versions: Digital Black-N-Groove Club Mix, Remix with Sporty Thievz

The boyfriend depicted in “Bills, Bills, Bills” is a capital-F freeloader. He drives his girlfriend’s car and doesn’t fill up the gas tank, ruins her credit by maxing out her cards, makes her pay for tons of things and even has the gall to ask to borrow money. Despite this terrible behaviour, Beyoncé stressed that the song wasn’t a “male-bashing song about women who just want to get paid”, but about an irresponsible guy who’s careless with money. “And now we’re wondering if he can pay for what he created.”9

As it turns out, co-writer Kandi Burruss drew on her previous relationships for lyrical ideas. Years later, she revealed that certain things in the song were true – and hit very close to home. “One of the girls that was in [Destiny’s Child] was dating my ex at the time,” Burruss said. “So I didn’t tell them that some of the lyrics in there were inspired by him.”10 (She didn’t name names, but savvy online sleuths deduced the ex in question appeared to be Jagged Edge member Brandon Casey, who was dating Destiny’s Child member LaTavia Roberson.) The exasperation of “Bills, Bills, Bills” certainly resonated, becoming Destiny’s Child’s first No. 1 on the Billboard Hot 100 and earning two Grammy nominations.

SAY MY NAME

[ SINGLE ]

Released: Early 2000 (single) / July 27, 1999 (album)

Writers: LaShawn Daniels, Fred Jerkins III, Rodney Jerkins, Beyoncé Knowles, LeToya Luckett, LaTavia Roberson, Kelly Rowland

Producer: Rodney “Darkchild” Jerkins

Alternate Versions: Timbaland Remix

In 2006, Beyoncé deemed “Say My Name” one of Destiny’s Child’s best songs. It’s easy to hear why: the tune combines a powerful message – the narrator is suspicious of her man’s shifty behaviour and demands he treat her with respect – with vibrant music dominated by crisp, synthesized strings and throwback, funk-flecked guitars. “Say My Name” was the first song that Destiny’s Child and Rodney Jerkins worked on together. However, both parties were lukewarm on the results; Beyoncé didn’t even think it was going to make the album. “There was just too much stuff going on in it,” she said. “It just sounded like this ... jungle. I don’t even know to this day how we wrote that song over that track.”11 But Jerkins kept tinkering with the song – and when Destiny’s Child was in a photo shoot, Beyoncé’s dad brought the group a new version. “[He] said, ‘Rodney’s done a new mix of that song that you hate but you just have to take a listen to it,’” she recalled. “He played the mix to us and we couldn’t even focus on anything. He had turned it into an amazing, timeless R&B record.” The tune reached No. 1 on the Billboard Hot 100 and earned Destiny’s Child their first Grammy win, for Best R&B Performance by a Duo or Group with Vocal.
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