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LADIES FIRS

Mary J. Blige was

photographed

exclusively for

Essence, April 7,

2008, in Atlanta.
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Essexcr: One thing you all have in common is that you each
had a debut album that was a phenomenal success. How do
vou feel when yvou hear those songs now?”

Mary |. Blige:

Jill Scott 11¢

L /1/{1 (z/ﬁz/‘/m have
m{//;  been like three d%vmz‘
('/zfym'):v, rﬁ}z’c’r/z//’/‘(’/z/

/f/{" experiences. ! Jill

Alicia Keys: Listening to Son,

1 lot of memones. That was a tot

W (& articular ime and tr vay
1 Alicia, where do you keep those 11 Grammys stashed?
hs| Not in my yuse and not ar

EssEn
Alicia: [[

Essexcr: And why are they not with you?

Al

Essinci: From the outside looking in, it seems that success
has been yours since day one, but there probably were, and
are. disappointments. How do you cope when a project
doesn’t pan out?
Jill: Thi fe, a
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Essince: What about succumbing to the pressures of the busi-
ness? Is this something you struggle with?
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ESSENCE: \!dn I've read that you L[\Ld o hedfmld (1[51!&(’&3.
What does it mean to you today?

the fruit

about

Mary: Success Is enjoying

maintain ir Hia,wnll-lws.\

Essexce: With the entertainment business in constant flux,
do you feel the pressure to stay young and hip?
Jill: Maybe | should | reate a career in
which [ can perfor neoutand

support the music and laug
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g people like Bette

concerts from 20 vears ago. I've been watchi
and Maze who have created a |
tever the industry says must be done

acy, so |

Midler and Frankie Bev
don't feel trapped by wi
Alicia: Growing up | was blessed to be exposed to different Kinds of
people and music. That experience allowed me to understand th

many sides of life and created a sense of endless possibilities for me
1 don't feel like 1 have o catch up to anybody else. I want 1o set the
pace and feel my own pulse

Mary: I'm not chasing the hottest
with what everyone else is doing, but I'm not so prideful that Ican’t
keep anopen heart and mind. 1 gained a new fan base with The Bre
through. so 1 have to be careful about staving balanced without losing

west thing or trying to ke

up

ak-

myself. It's about staying open enough to u’ﬂ the information from
that young producerwho's helping vou out right now

Essence: Have you ever regretied folding to pressum from record labels?
Mary: | wish I hadn't listened when my label said. “This is the record
that's going to touch all audiences.” even though it wasn't what |
e Black.
v heart. So

wanted. If a song is going to touch people. it will. whether
White or Chinese, as long as I know it came from
when you let them trickyou into believing that they're going to make
this record something special, then you're going against what's invour
heart. I've done that before and it was a disaster
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aries. I wanted to make sure the music was heard, but there's a pr

vou pay for that. 1 did everything and anything to promote my firstal-

from New York to Los Angeles and back on the same

ich was a bit excessive

imes I've had to move faster than wanted to. Af-
s The Real Thing. | went to Africa toshoot for three months.

\\ \«usl‘u\]”\ﬂl back. Thad toim mul ately go into supporting the al-

bum, but my whole soul was still living in Africa. That was difficult

Essince: Jill, vou recenily celebrated a birthday. Would you say you're

getting more in tune with your instincts?

Jill: 1 to my instincts and trving to follow them. If 1 eel

there's somebody 1 ve—meaning me and my spirit—shouldn’t

still listenin

talk to or spend time with, I get the hell out of the way, Ii  happen to
make a mistake, I'll say, Okay, I was supposed to learn something here
Essexci: Have you figured out the ingredients for the perfect song?
Mary: Yes, but I won't tell. [Laughs] For me. it's about being real and
honest. And the lyrics have to be relatable

Jill: Oh. Iwish | knew. [ think Ne-Yo knows. | think Carvin Haggins,
as the ingredients

who does a lot of writing for Musig Soulchild, h
xperiences, about being human

100, My songs are mostly about life
and falling and getting back up. About loving and losing

Essence: But aren’t those the ingredients right there?

Alicia: It's always a bit of a mystery. A song should deal with a
widely understood emotion, have a really strong, clear explana-
tion of that emotion and a great melody that makes you want to
sing it at the top of your lungs. Then the music should evoke the
same feeling as the lyrics. Somewhere within all of that lies the

perfect song
Essexcr: Mary, when you work on your albums, do you worry about
how the music will be received?

Mary: I'm not worried as long as it gets to my fan base, but I am
looking out for the ears of their kids, You know, my fans have chil-
dren now.

Essence: Speaking of songs, which songs from the others’ catalogs
have spoken lhe Ioudesi o you?

Jill: Mary” 5
happy. That's my dlmsul'l"'u.hl.‘]'ll“'f,l
up in the morning. And when she sings,
“I like what I see when I'm looking at
me/When I'm walking past the mirror,”
I feel good. | think she had to have writ
ten that for me.

1 also really, really love Alicia’
Ain’t Got You.” It has such a beautiful
sentiment. So much of the music right
now is about “stuff” and “things™ and
not at all about people. | appreciate
that song because it calms down all of
the materialism
Alicia: One of my favorites from Jill is
“He Loves Me (Lyzel in E Flat)" because
itdisplays how love comes into our lives
and just sweeps us away. You know that
at that moment, in that space and time,
shewas truly, truly giving herself. And |
love when she sings it live and does that
operatic thing at the end—lah, dah,
dah, dah, dah, dah, dah. That just
makes people go crazy.

With Mary, it would have to be “My
Life.” That song was so obviously her
pain and pleasure, and you can feel
what she was dealing with at that time.
It's like a painting on a canvas, from the melodies to the words and the
music. You can listen to that song and know that you're not the only
personwho goes through things. It's timeless and forever.

Mary: At the time that Alicia's “Woman's Worth” came out, I really
ust getting a clueabout myworth. I'd listen to the lyrics and think,
Well, damn, I deserve more, and I've got tostart believing that I'm worth more.

And Jill's “The Fact Is (I Need You)” just gives me chills. As faras a
woman speaking toa man, that's the one right there. It's like, Ican do
this, but I need you to be in my life for the natural balance between man and
woman, to complete this cycle we call life. That’s heavy to me
Essenc: Alicia, do you ever miss the braids?

Alicia: [Laughs]| Yes. but they're always in my vibe, in my cipher. 1
think my braids are beautiful. and there are times that Iwear them,
just for me. They're not gone forever

Essence: Jill, how would you like to write the rest of your story?

Jill: I definitely see myself getting married again. [ see myself having
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children. I see myself being a great-grandmother at my great-grand-
son's graduation froma school that has my name on it. And I see a de-
gree in my lifetime as well.
Essence: And you said you see yourself singing forever.
Jill: Yes. singing forever. I see myself writing screenplays and a cou-
ple of novels. I just don't see any limits or anything to stop any
dream I could have. It's all about making the effort to do these
things, and having the faith and believing in myself enough to go af-
ter whatever that thing may be
Essence: Mary, next month you're performing at the Essence Music
Festival, where you've performed seven times. What are you looking
forward to this year?
Mary: To some way, somehow, uplift the people in New Orleans, by
the grace of God, and to uplift everyone coming to the show, to have
a good., light time. Everything is not
so heavyand hard, vou know. We can
have fun. 1just left New Orleans two
days ago. and it was a little heavy
They've been through so much, and
now with the recession, my goodness,
it just keeps getting worse. So what-
ever lcando, [ just want to be a smile
and be a light in a dark place. [ just
want them to feel better.
Essence: Aside from the platinum
plaques and Grammys, whal makes
you the most proud as both an artist
and a Black woman?
Jill: Wow, I think I'm the most proud
that I came from North Philly. There
was a time when people would defi-
nitely look down on you if were from
North Philadelphia. There was a pre-
conceived notion that you weren't
smart or attractive or a go-getter. |
€9,9 hope I can be an example to every-
body who might still be there, feeling
like they're at a disadvantage. Be-
cause I'm doing well. I'm doing okay.
Mary: Being married is teaching me
what it means to be a woman. a wife,
a mother and a friend. When you're
with someone all the time, you can see every little thing about
vourself, just by looking at that other person. This is the most
work and the hardest work I've ever had todo, but it’s making me

IUSIC,

a very unselfish person.

Alicia: I'm so proud of this journey, overall, and that I've been
able to learn so much about myself and about life. There are def-
initely some tough lessons in there, but you've got to make mis-
takes, brush them off, and keep going. That's what leads you to
become who you are. I'm still sorting it all out, but I'm definitely
proud of the person I am.

Regina R. Robertson is the Essence West Coast editor.

essence.coirnl

See pictures and walch exclusive behind-the-scenes video of our cover shoots
with Mary 1 Blige in Atlanta, Alicia Keys in Paris, and Jill Scott in New York City.
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