Bessie's bold blues: Gala curated
by Paula Cole honors late musician
By Will Broaddus Staﬀ Writer Nov 28, 2018
There’ll be a
hot time in the
old town next
Tuesday night,
when Paula
Cole leads a
Bessie Smith
tribute at The
Cabot.
Cole, a
Grammy
Awardwinning
Rockport
native and
current
Beverly
resident, has
selected a
lineup of topnotch talent to sing one song each by Smith, known
as the “Empress of the Blues,” in a fundraiser for the
vaudeville-era theater.
The evening will be hosted by Phillip Martin, a senior
reporter for WGBH News, and Renee Graham,
associate editor and columnist for The Boston
Globe.
“I wanted to honor an artist who would have been
alive at The Cabot’s opening, and realized Bessie
Smith would have been 22 years old,” Cole said.
Smith was the Beyonce — or, for an earlier
generation, the Aretha Franklin — of her time and
was hitting her stride when The Cabot was built in
1920.

Born in Tennessee in 1894, Smith was signed to
Columbia Records in 1923 and sold 800,000 copies
of her first recording, “Down Hearted Blues.”
The string of hits that followed include several
classics in the blues repertoire, from “St. Louis Blues”
and “T’aint Nobody’s Biz-ness if I Do” to “Nobody
Knows You When You’re Down and Out.”
“We all bow to this woman who was alive and making
music back in the Prohibition era,” Cole said.
Cole, who has been a professor at Berklee College of
Music for six years, teaches Smith’s music to her
students, telling them to focus on the lyrics.
“There’s great power and sadness in them, but
there’s also liberation — speaking as a woman, telling

it as it is, giving cautionary advice to other women in
a feminist way,” Cole said. “She is ribald about sex
and open about it, comic and witty, and she’s also
talking about how it is to be a successful woman in
business.”
Smith’s
blues
featured
solos and
complex
chord
changes,
Cole said,
and she
delivered
her songs
with a
powerful
voice.
“She was a
shouter —
she had to
sing above
the din in the speakeasies, and the people being
inebriated in the back halls,” she said. “You had to
have a big voice.”
Cole rose to public acclaim in the late 1990s when
her second, self-produced album, “This Fire,” scored
hits with “Where Have All the Cowboys Gone?” and “I
Don’t Want to Wait.” Her latest album, “Ballads,” was
released last year, and she will sing Smith’s “My
Kitchen Man” in the tribute.

percussionist and Massachusetts native who is also a
colleague of Cole’s at Berklee.
“Also some former students of mine, The Western
Den, beautiful contemporary folk musicians,” Cole
said. “They represent the future.”
They will be joined by Valerie Simpson, of the duo
Ashford and Simpson, who wrote hits like “Ain’t No
Mountain High Enough” before taking the stage as
performers in their own right.
Blues and Americana star Shemekia Copland will pay
homage to Smith, as will Dom Flemons, who also
won a Grammy as a co-founder of the Carolina
Chocolate Drops. He will perform “There’ll be a Hot
Time in the Old Town Tonight,” which Smith recorded
in 1927.
“Doyle Bramhall is probably going to raise the roof
with some special guitar playing,” Cole said.
Neo-soul pioneer Meshell Ndegeocello will sing at
The Cabot, as will Nona Hendryx, who was one-third
of Labelle on the 1970s hit “Lady Marmalade.”
“Nona is going to sing ‘Nobody Knows You When
You’re Down and Out,’ and she’s going to kill it,” Cole
said.
The money raised at the event will help The Cabot
replace its balcony seats, which date to 1920. The
nonprofit theater will close in January for $800,000
worth of work, said Casey Soward, executive director.
“We were able to get creative with the layout up

“I’m going to sing one of those racy songs, definitely
wry,” Cole said. “I felt that side of Bessie must be
spoken.”
But along with expressing humor and erotic delight,
Smith’s songs also addressed the impact of racism
and sexism on her life.
“She got terribly taken advantage of,” Cole said.
“There’s all kinds of a cautionary tale in that. She was
lonely, she was discriminated against. She went
through a lot in her brief life, and she’s telling us
about it.”
Smith influenced a long line of major figures in
American popular music, from Billie Holiday to Eric
Clapton, as well as the performers in the show, who
will each sing a song of their own along with one by
Smith.
Tuesday’s performers will include Terri Lyne
Carrington, a Grammy Award-winning jazz

there, expand the width, get new chairs that are
wider, and break even with our capacity,” he said,
which is currently 850 seats for the theater as a
whole.
They will also upgrade the sound system, which is
now limited to a stack of speakers on the stage, and

will
eventually
include
speakers
hanging from
the ceiling.
“We’re
spending
close to
$200,000 for
that so when
customers
come in on
Feb. 1, to
hear a tribute
band for
ABBA, they’ll come in there to a completely diﬀerent
experience,” Soward said.
This is the third
season that the
theater has closed
in January for
renovations,
which focused on
the orchestra seats
in 2016 and last
year updated the
heating system.
Work also remains
to be done on the
building’s facade
and elevator, which
will make it 100
percent accessible
to the
handicapped.
But Soward plans to unveil the final, most dramatic
round of renovations at The Cabot’s 100th birthday
on Dec. 8, 2020, when he will reveal what lies behind
a drop ceiling in the lobby that dates to the 1950s.
“Up there, there’s a beautiful cathedral ceiling and
chandelier,” he said.
If you go:
What: “Honoring Bessie Smith — Empress of the
Blues”
When: Tuesday, 8 p.m.
Where: The Cabot, 286 Cabot St., Beverly
How much: $59.50 to $84.50
More information: www.thecabot.org

and columnist Renée Graham, the event will feature
several artists, including R&B legend Valerie Simpson,
of Ashford and Simpson fame, Meshell Ndegeocello,
Nona Hendryx and several others.

Bessie Smith
tribute to kick off
celebration of
Cabot theater’s
centennial
By Sarah Phelan / Correspondent
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It’s been a downtown staple in Beverly for almost 100
years, and on Tuesday, Dec. 4, The Cabot will kick off
its Cabot 100 campaign with “Bessie! Empress of the
Blues.”

This gala concert event will benefit the theater’s
efforts to complete years of renovations by its 100th
birthday in 2020, including massive balcony upgrades
slated to take place this January (see sidebar).
Hosted by Phillip Martin of WGBH radio and
television, as well as Boston Globe associate editor

Honoring one of the great matriarchs of music, the
artists will
each
perform
one
Bessie
Smith
song, as
well as
their own
material.
“We are
inspired by
the legacy
of Bessie
Smith as a
historically significant performer, and our choice to
honor her was very intentional,” said J. Casey
Soward, executive director of The Cabot. “Bessie,
whose star blossomed right around the same time
The Cabot opened its doors, gave the blues its raw,
regal poignancy, and marketability.”
Known for her powerful vocal delivery, Smith, born in
1894, was the highest paid black performer of her day.
Smith signed to Columbia Records in 1923, and sold
over
800,000
copies of her
first
recording,
“Down
Hearted
Blues,”
which was
eventually
named
“Song of the
Century” by
the National
Endowment
for the Arts
in 2001.
“She was the Beyoncé of her day,” said Sue Auclair,
marketing and communications director for The

Cabot. “This event will be one of the biggest things
we’ve ever done.”
The Cabot opened as The Ware Theater on Dec. 8,
1920 for vaudeville performances and silent movies,
and is one of the 250 remaining movie palaces of the
estimated
20,000
originally built
during the
1920s.
Serving as a
movie house
under the
Loews label,
a home for Le
Grand David
and His Own
Spectacular
Magic
Company,
and
relaunched as
a performing arts center after its near brush with the
bulldozers in 2014, the theater has served the city of
Beverly and the North Shore for many years.Soward
believes that “Bessie!” will help to carry that same
mission forward.
“We hope that events such as this will be an important
part of our future, to educate and to entertain, and to
leave audiences feeling forever changed by the power
of their experiences at The Cabot,” said Soward.

singles “Where Have All the Cowboys Gone?” and “I
Don’t Want to Wait” -- serves as the artistic director of
the evening. Cole, a Rockport native and a Beverly
resident since 2010, speaks to timeliness of the event
as well as to Bessie Smith’s music.
“Bessie was a survivor, too, a liberated woman,” said
Cole. “Bessie remains profoundly influential, running
in the musical veins of anyone with a heartbeat, and
from the greatest of artists, from Janis Joplin, Aretha
Franklin, Queen Latifah, to those present at this
concert.
“Now more than ever, it’s important we know our
history,” said Cole, who is currently working on a new
album, set for a 2019 release.
Cole will perform herself at the concert, along with an
ever-expanding lineup that includes Valerie Simpson,
Meshell Ndegeocello, Nona Hendryx, Doyle Bramhall
II, Terri Lyne Carrington, Shemekia Copeland, Dom
Flemons and The Western Den.
Bessie Smith’s career spanned over 160 recordings
over the course of a decade, until she died tragically
of injuries sustained in a car accident. Smith’s legacy
is continued on with her lifetime achievement award
from the Grammys, her commemorative stamp from
the U.S. Postal Service, as well as her membership in
the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall of Fame.

An impressive lineup

Soward wishes The Cabot will also have similar
staying power.
Singer-songwriter Paula Cole -- perhaps best known
for her 1996 album “This Fire,” featuring the hit

“Our goal is to help chart the course of the next 100
years of The Cabot, and to ensure that it is preserved
and sustained for generations to come,” said Soward.
“Bessie! Empress of the Blues,” takes place Tuesday,
Dec. 4 at 8 p.m. at the Cabot, 286 Cabot St. in
Beverly. Tickets are $59.50-$84.50. For more
information about the concert, the gala dinner and
cocktail parties, as well as ticket information and a
complete lineup of performers, visit thecabot.org. For
more information on Paula Cole, visit paulacole.com.

'Her Voice Is Needed Now': The Cabot
Honors Blues Legend Bessie Smith
November 30, 2018
Jim Sullivan

Bessie Smith is known now as the “Empress of the
Blues.” The Tennessee native rose to greatness
through the 1920s and ‘30s and was one of the first
blues singers to make a record. Her first eﬀort,
“Downhearted Blues,” hit the top of Billboard’s chart
in 1923. She was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall
of Fame (in the “early influences” category) and
received the Grammy Hall of Fame’s “Lifetime
Achievement Award” in 1989.
On Tuesday, Dec. 4, Smith’s legacy will be honored at
The Cabot theater in Beverly. Nona Hendryx,
Shemekia Copeland, Doyle Bramhall II, Valerie
Simpson, Meshell Ndegeocello, Terri Lyne Carrington,
Don Flemons and The Western Den (Deni Hlavinka
and Chris West) will each be performing one of
Smith’s songs and one of their own, or a cover song
they hold dear.
The Cabot gala is raising money to continue
renovating the historic theater ahead of its 100th
anniversary in 2020. "When they asked me to create
a musical event," says singer-songwriter Paula Cole,
“I asked ‘Who was alive 100 years ago?’ and I
thought Bessie. Her voice is needed now.”
Cole says there's many reasons for that.
"She’s an important voice of feminism and
consciousness and humor and
strength. She’s a liberated woman.
She used humor as salacious
metaphor for sex. She lived in the
prohibition era and was a shouter
in the back of speakeasies. And
she also dealt with profound
racism," Cole says. "She had a
car accident and lacked proper
care for her wound at the side of
the road. She died prematurely
because only a black ambulance
would take her to a black
hospital.”
If you’re not familiar with Smith or
her music, vocalist Nona Hendryx
— who came to fame with Labelle
in the ‘70s and soared again later
as a solo artist — can relate.
When Hendryx was in her teens, she says, “My ears
were much more attuned to the bobby sock rock and
rollers, people like Fats Domino, Chuck Berry maybe
Little Anthony and the Imperials, not so much the
women of the early blues. Bessie Smith? It’d be like
talking to somebody today who’s into K-pop and you
go, ‘Have you heard of Nona Hendryx?’ and they’d

be like ‘What? Who is that?’ That’s how I felt about
Bessie Smith. It was ancient history, ancient music.”
But Hendryx was turned onto Smith after her group,
Patti LaBelle and the Blue Belles, shared the stage
with R&B singer Esther Phillips at the Apollo Theater
in the mid-‘60s.
“Hearing Esther’s voice really opened my ears up to
that era of music,” Hendryx says. “Bessie was a fit for
me because there was power in her voice and with
what she accomplished, how successful she was,
and how she was willing, lyrically, to talk about sex.
Or even some of the things on the social and political
side of her music. Although she wasn’t the writer of a
lot of what she was recording, it felt very authentic.”
Singer-guitarist Doyle Bramhall, a longtime
collaborator with Eric Clapton and ex-Pink Floyd
bassist Roger Waters, says he knew Smith was a
groundbreaking female blues artist, but didn’t really
know her music.
Bramhall, from the South like Smith, had grown up
with the blues. When asked to do the gala, he did a
deep, satisfying dive into her music.
“I think even though her songs were metaphoric, not
just blatant and literal, her stuﬀ is really risqué and, in

a way, empowering,” Bramhall says. “Because she’s
a woman taking on the world in a diﬀerent way and
expressing herself in a way that had really never been
done, in a way that reached a broader audience that
crossed over racial barriers. She broke a lot of the
rules of that time, which opened it up for people after
her."

Bramhall understood where Smith’s lyrics were
coming from, but had a revelation about the music as
he tried to pick songs to play. “I realized how
complicated and sophisticated her music was. There
are so many passing chords and passing notes
happening under the vocal — so much movement
going on. It’s based on the chord progressions of that
time period, but it seemed also really free within that.
I ended up going with ‘Coﬀee Grindin’ Blues.’ ”
Cole plans to sing Smith’s “Kitchen Man.” She calls it
“hysterically funny.”
“It’s talking about food as metaphor for sex. It’s
raucous," she says. "You have to remember a lot of
these were being sung in the climate of inebriation
because of the speakeasies so the music got farther
out there. Bessie is reminding me to be brave now.”
For the performance at The Cabot, Hendryx plans to
perform Billie Holiday's "Strange Fruit" alongside
Smith's work — speaking to the world Smith
inhabited during the Jim Crow South. The song
mourns and protests the lynching of AfricanAmericans.
"I do it as much more of a dirge, in a funeral kind of
way," Hendryx says. "I use some samples of Dr.
King’s ‘I Had a Dream’ and there’s a vocal cry that I
do in between the verses that represents the pain and
the tears that people shed.”
As for Smith's catalog, Hendryx opted for what is
likely her best-known song "Nobody Knows You
When You’re Down and Out."
"It’s a classic," she says, “but also [pertinent] for
today. There are people in this world who can identify
with that. That was then and this is now but it’s still
the news.”

THE CABOT THEATRE FUNDRAISING GALA
IS BRINGING BACK THE BLUES
BY BILL BROTHERTON | November 30, 2018

“The movie palaces of the 1920s were amazing,”
said Soward, a former Swampscott resident and
executive director of The Cabot Performing Arts
Center. “These remarkable theaters hosted
vaudeville shows and silent movies. There are only
about 250 of them left.” The Cabot is one, and it
easily could have been razed if not for a group of
determined individuals who realized its historical
significance and importance to the city’s future.

These days, The Cabot has found a niche as a live
concert venue, producing more than 100
performances a year. “We average 500 to 600 people
per show, and most of those people want to grab a
bite to eat before the show,” said Soward. “The
Cabot is the cultural center of the city of Beverly.”
Tuesday night, a gala fundraising concert to help
renovate The Cabot by 2020, the theater’s 100th
birthday, will be held. “Honoring Bessie Smith: The
Empress of the Blues” is
curated by Rockport native/
Beverly resident Paula Cole,
the Grammy-winning singersongwriter best known for
hits “Where Have All the
Cowboys Gone” and “I
Don’t Want to Wait.”
The list of performers is truly
remarkable: Doyle Bramhall
II, Shemekia Copeland, Dom
Flemons, Nona Hendryx,
Meshell Ndegeocello, The
Western Den and Terri Lyne
Carrington, whose dad and
grandfather have Lynn roots.
This is the kickoff of a $3
million fundraising campaign
that will include renovating
the balcony and updating the
sound system, in advance of
the theater’s 100th birthday
on Dec. 8, 2020.

The Cabot sat empty for some two years, starting in
2012 shortly after the death of Cesareo Pelaez, who
owned the building and led the successful Le Grand
David and His Own Spectacular Magic Company.
His family kept it open as a second-run movie
house for a while, eventually giving up the ghost. A
local businessman bought it to keep it out of
developers’ hands. A board of directors was
formed. Nonprofit status was acquired. The
nonprofit now owns the building.

Bessie Smith may not be a
household name, said
Soward, who calls her the
Beyoncé of her time. “She was the first female rock
star, the first marketable blues artist, the highest
paid black performer. Remember, this is the 1920s.
She was a black female. Women had just received
the right to vote. Her star shined the brightest right
around the time the Cabot opened its doors.
Honoring her was very much in line with our 100th
celebration plans.”

Each artist will perform one Bessie Smith song and In addition, Soward said the Cabot will collaborate
one song of their own that was influenced by Smith. with Beyond Walls, the nonprofit behind the murals
that have helped revive downtown Lynn, next year
Soward, who now lives with his family in Beverly, is on two murals that will adorn the exterior of this
in his third year as executive director, after nine
majestic theater.
years as assistant director of production and
performance at Boston University’s School of
Honoring Bessie Smith: The Empress of the Blues, Tuesday,
Music. His first job was at Boston’s Orpheum, one
Dec. 4, 8 p.m, at The Cabot, 286 Cabot St. Tickets,
of the oldest theaters in the United States, where he starting at $59.50, are on sale now at TheCabot.org. For
worked on the
more information, email:
stage crew after
info@thecabot.org or call
graduating from
978-927-3100.
Berklee with a
bachelor of music
degree in
production and
engineering. “That
started my love of
old theaters,” he
said.
Soward laughed
when asked about
the first show he
presented at the
Cabot. He enlisted
the help of Fred
Taylor, a mentor
and the man
behind Boston’s
jazz scene for
more than five decades, who said: “Well, Darlene
Love is available.” Soward, a big music fan, said
“Heck, yeah.” He appreciated the talent of the
singer of “He’s a Rebel” and “Christmas (Baby
Please Come Home).”
“When Darlene arrived she was horrified. She saw
the old seats, the mildewed carpet … the place
smelled and her dressing room was awful,” said
Soward. Taylor and Sue Auclair, the venerable
Boston music publicist, were onsite and calmed
Love’s nerves. Afterward, Love said it was one of
the most electric evenings of her career and praised
the audience. “It was an incredible night. The show
sold out and Love has brought her holiday show to
The Cabot every year since,” said Soward. She’s
back Dec. 8, The Cabot’s 98th birthday.

Honoring Bessie
Smith: A Unique
and Special Event
at The Cabot

VIP Tickets for $1000.00 include a four
course dinner and cocktails at Beverly's
newest culinary oasis, Ellis Square Social, an
inscription on a new balcony seat and
premium seating at the concert. Friends of
The Cabot tickets priced at $600.00, include
an inscription on a new balcony seat and
preferred seating at the concert. Orchestra &
Front Balcony seats are $84.50; Balcony
Seats, $59.50 - $72.50.

This unique and special event to honor Bessie
is taking place on December 4th in Beverly
with an amazing cast of performers lined up.
BEVERLY, MA--The Cabot, which is getting
ready to celebrate its 100th Birthday in 2020,
is presenting Honoring Bessie Smith, The
Empress of The Blues Tuesday, December
4 at 8 pm. Musician and Beverly resident,
Paula Cole is the Artistic Director for this
unique and remarkable event, produced by
Danny Melnick, President of Absolutely
Live Entertainment.
The evening will be hosted by investigative
reporter Phillip Martin of WGBH, Boston
Globe columnist and WBUR commentator,
Renée Graham, Cabot Executive Director
Casey Soward and others.
The Cabot is located at 286 Cabot Street in
Beverly, Massachusetts. Tickets are on sale no
at TheCabot.org. For more information,
email: info@thecabot.org or call:
978.927.3100.

Paula Cole has assembled a one-of-a-kind,
stellar program which will feature herself and
Doyle Bramhall II, Terri Lyne
Carrington, Shemekia Copeland, Dom
Flemons, Nona Hendryx, Meshell
Ndegeocello and The Western Den.

Each artist will perform one Bessie Smith
song and one song of their own as well.
"As a former Rockport and now Beverly
resident, I've known The Cabot as a
community theater my whole life. From
magic shows to movie nights and now to its
amazing concerts, The Cabot transports us to
another time. Now it is on the cusp of
becoming a world-class theater, one of just
250 silent movie and vaudeville survivors. I
am bringing some of the most compelling and
diverse musicians to the North Shore of
Massachusetts, together at The Cabot, in
performance to honor the music heroine, the
legacy - Bessie Smith - as we help a theater
transform intobecoming a lasting, iconic
venue," noted Paula Cole.

