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Be my guide: Janis Ian surfaces at Nashville’s Bluebird Cafe
By Mark Milian, Los Angeles Times staff writer  :: June 28, 2009

Gretchen Peters (left) and Janis Ian perform at the Bluebird Café
Credit: Mark Milian / Los Angeles Times

Leading up to my stop in Nashville on my reader-driven road trip, I was
skeptical. Readers had made comparatively few suggestions for music
spots there, despite the trip having been featured on the city’s tourism
Twitter page, which made me consider crossing Music City off the list.
I didn’t. Instead I went to the Bluebird Cafe, the only Nashville
suggestion that I got with any frequency or gusto. (Sorry, Grand Ole
Opry)  James Robinson and Jenny Steuber had sent e-mails urging me to
stop at the Bluebird, which has long been a major grounds for local
songwriters.

Bluebird Cafe is outside the downtown nightlife scene, and I had initially
driven by the small storefront. Not only was the place tiny, but it was
dead silent, with not a soul lurking outside. Was it closed? On a Saturday
night? I later found out that what was happening inside was so
spectacular that no one in the place even thought about missing a beat.

Bluebird was packed with more than a hundred mostly older patrons. In
any other densely populated area, you wouldn’t be able to hear yourself
think. But here, it was quiet except for the music.

Janis Ian, Craig Carothers and Gretchen Peters sat in the middle of the
joint, each holding an acoustic guitar.  Every chair faced the songwriters,
and everybody stared in awe.

In between songs, the three singers, who had played together many times
before, would banter. When the gray-haired Ian, Ian, who penned the
1975 Grammy-winning song “At Seventeen,” spoke, everyone listened.
Only a handful of people can throw in the phrase, “I once played with
Billy Joel,” in conversation.

Bluebird musicians are asked to play only original songs, but when Ian
says she wants to do a cover, no one objects. As her hands slide up and
down the frets of her black guitar in an introductory riff, the audience
listens intently to find out which country or folk act she is giving an
endorsement to. “Love, love me do,” Ian sings with a jazzy nod to an
early Beatles hit. “You know I love you.”

As she plays a rendition that would send chills down your back, some
people nod their heads and smile  almost uncontrollably, an unspoken
acknowledgment that they’re witnessing a masterpiece being painted in
front of their eyes (or ears, rather).

By the end, Ian was smiling too. “That was fun,” she said with a cowboy
laugh.

Following Ian must be intimidating, but Carothers did so with his
signature soft, endearing melodies that include little accompaniment.
Peters’ commanding, angelic voice and the tone of her between-song
banter mirrored that of indie musician Neko Case.

After Bluebird, I drove to Broadway, Nashville’s own sort of mini-Las
Vegas Strip. Bright neon lights punctuated the bar scene with illuminated
guitars and cowboy-hat signs. The bands were your average, late-night
cover band. But the girls — boy-howdy. There was nothing ordinary
about the girls.

Janis Ian plays her black acoustic guitar.
Credit: Mark Milian / Los Angeles Times

To make a sweeping generalization, Nashville had the hottest bunch of
ladies of any city I’ve been to so far. Most seemed to be practically
carbon copies of one another with varying shades of hair color. (The
default model, however, comes in blond.)

To my pleasant surprise, some of them were also incredibly easy to
impress. Saying I’m a writer for a major newspaper or even the concept
of living in Los Angeles held their attentions for some time.

But the reliable East Coast pickup line, “I play guitar in a band,” fell flat.
Nashville has musicians on every street corner carrying every type of
instrument. Saying you play guitar is like boasting about having a
cellphone or being able to operate a car.

Although cowboy hats and nauseatingly bad country music filled the air
downtown, I’m glad I didn’t miss Nashville. I’ve added another
Tennessee stop — Memphis. The number of readers who urged me to
stop there was overwhelming. The home of Graceland will replace
Montgomery, Ala., on the tour.

To provide travel tips for my two-week road trip, inspired by music, send
e-mails to mark.milian@latimes.com, leave comments on the Los
Angeles Times Daily Travel & Deal Blog or, for those on Twitter, send
tweets to @mmilian. To follow my road trip status live, visit
http://twitter.com/mmilian. For the trip schedule and cities, check out
earlier posts.

— Mark Milian, Los Angeles Times staff writer

Copyright ©2009 Los Angeles Times
http://travel.latimes.com/daily-deal-blog/index.php/be-my-guide-janis-ia-
4759/
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Since the debut of her first hit song 
Society’s Child in 1966, Janice Ian has 
continuously left her indelible mark on 

her fans, her friends and the world in general 
through songs like Jesse, Seventeen and Stars. 

The iconic, openly lesbian singer, 
songwriter and author will perform at Ruth 
Eckerd Hall in Clearwater on May 21 and 22 
and at Orlando’s Plaza Theatre on May 24.

Born in 1951 to a Jewish family, Janis Eddy 
Fink spent most of her early years moving 
around New Jersey and attending the summer 
camp run by her left-wing, Folk music-loving 
parents Victor and Pearl. It was here that 
Janis first developed a love for singing and 
songwriting that would change her life. It was 
also a time when people like the Finks were 
watched carefully and often followed by J. 
Edgar Hoover’s FBI in an attempt to flush out 
those suspected of being un-American. 

Growing up with parents that were just 
as likely to take her and her younger brother 
to peace marches as they were to have them 
assist in stuffing 
envelopes for a cause 
they believed in 
definitely contributed 
to the woman that Ian 
became. 

Never one to 
conform to what 
society deemed 
normal, Ian wrote her 
first song at 12. In 
the mid-1960s, when 
Ian was 15, she had 
her first hit with the 
controversial song 
Society’s Child, a song 
about the relationship between a white girl and 
a black boy and the reactions of their friends 
and families. The song became a hit despite 
the constant death threats Ian received and 
protestors who would infiltrate her concerts 
and shout “N-r lover, n-r lover,” whenever she 
performed the song.

Today’s youth is populated with teen rock 
stars like Miley Cyrus and the Jonas Brothers. 
But Ian believes today’s young stars are more 
prepped and groomed for the stage than she 

was in her younger years.
“Most of the young stars now, or most of 

the ones that I’m aware of, are pretty much 
pre-manufactured,” says Ian. “They have huge 
groups around them making sure that they do 
the right thing and get the right music and get 
the right exposure. My generation was pretty 
different and I’m not aware of anyone who is 
in the age group I was in who is writing. When 
I was doing it, it was a pretty small group. It 
was Stevie Wonder and me and that was pretty 
much it.”

One thing that has stayed the same for 
almost a half-century is the media’s lust for 
the specifics of the private lives of celebrities. 
Although she was outed in 1977 by the Village 
Voice, Ian refused to confirm or deny that she 
was a lesbian even though those closest to her 
had known she was gay for years. She had 
relationships with both men and women and 
was even married to a man for seven years 
until she left the abusive relationship.

Ian has some wisdom of her own to impart 
to today’s up-and-
coming singer/
songwriters who may 
be struggling with 
whether or not to 
come out publicly.

“Don’t make it be 
your whole life but 
have it be a part of 
your life because it’s 
part of what you are,” 
suggests Ian. “You 
can’t be in two places 
at once, you know. If 
you try to have a life 
and conceal a large 

part of it you’ll wind up going crazy. We’ve all 
seen that.”

Although she was somewhat ambiguous 
about her own sexuality in the 1970s, that 
didn’t stop Ian from supporting the gay 
community in other ways. Ian was one of 
the early investors in New York’s famed St. 
Mark’s Baths, an upscale bathhouse for gay 
men that also helped launch the careers of 
Bette Midler and her pianist Barry Manilow.  

Owned and operated by Ian’s friend Bruce 

Mailman, the St. Marks Baths provided gay 
men with a playground for the senses and, 
in the early days of the AIDS epidemic, 
somewhere to get condoms and education on 
what many back then were referring to as the 
“gay plague.”

“The St. Marks Bath was more of a 
financial issue and my friend Bruce was 
creating it and it seemed like a good 
investment,” Ian says. “The AIDS crisis was 
completely different as that was something 
where it was very important that people take 
a stand and that people help one another. It 
became horribly apparent that it was, in many 
ways, going to be up to gay women because 
the gay men were dropping like flies.

“That was more about responding in a 
responsible manner to the crisis even before 
we knew what it was or had a name for it. 
That’s giving back and that’s responsible 
business ownership to me. You don’t own a 
business that may be contributing to a crisis 
without confronting it. You don’t stick your 
head in the sand. People do but I don’t. I try 
not to anyway.”

Ian was also one of the first performers 
to go out and play fundraisers in the early 
days of the AIDS crisis and even took to the 
streets when the marches started in protest to 
the lackluster response to the epidemic by the 
government. 

Surprisingly, and by her own choice, Ian 
spent a good portion of the 1980s and early 

1990s without a record deal but continued to 
write songs that were recorded by everyone 
from Amy Grant to Bette Midler. With the 
release of Breaking Silence in 1993, Ian 
resurfaced and also came out publicly as 
lesbian and introduced the world to her 
partner, Patricia Snyder. 

Ian and Snyder, a defense attorney, decided 
to make it official with a wedding ceremony in 
Toronto, Canada in August 2003. Ian doesn’t 
think that there’s a secret to having a happy, 
long-term relationship, gay or straight, but that 
there are a few key ingredients to making any 
worthwhile relationship last.

“It’s just making any relationship last takes 
patience and the ability to compromise,” she 
says. “Straight couples have to deal with 
different things, you know, like a black-white 
couple or one with a 20-year age difference or 
one with a disabled child.

“Things are pretty much universal and 
everybody’s got something. If it’s not that 
you’re gay it’s that your parents don’t like 
your spouse or your spouse doesn’t like your 
cousins. Whatever, we’ve all got roads to 
hoe.”

Despite being an American lesbian who 
had to cross this country’s borders to legally 
wed her partner, Ian remains optimistic about 
the fight for marriage equality in the United 
States. With states like Massachusetts, Iowa, 
Connecticut and now Maine making same-
sex marriage legal, Ian finds encouragement 
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“Most of the young 
stars now, or most 

of the ones that 
I’m aware of, are 
pretty much pre-
manufactured.”

—JANIS IAN

a life 
uncommon

JANIS IAN BRINGS A LIFETIME OF 
MUSIC AND MEMORIES TO HER FANS 
IN CENTRAL FLORIDA
john sullivan

Grammy-Award winning singer and songwriter Janis Ian will perform favorites and new hits from her album Society’s 
Child at Ruth Eckerd Hall in Clearwater May 21 and 22 and at Orlando’s Plaza Theatre May 24. 
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and even has a few ideas on how to alleviate 
some of the fears that are wide-spread in the 
institutions that would seek to deny the LGBT 
community equal rights.

“I think it’s great but I wish that we’d find 
another word like a civil marriage as opposed 
to just marriage that would relieve some of 
that fear,” says Ian. “But I think it’s pretty 
amazing, what’s going on right now. I would 
never have dreamed that something like this 
could happen in my lifetime.”

When she is not touring, Ian enjoys living 
the quiet life with Snyder at their home in 
Nashville, where Ian remains an integral part 
of the city’s thriving songwriting community. 

One of Ian’s biggest passions, aside from 
music, is working on The Pearl Foundation, a 
charity created in memory of her mother. The 
foundation funds scholarships for returning 
students who have the desire but not the 
finances to continue their education. To date, 
the foundation has raised more than $300,000 
through online auctions, living room concerts 
and private donations. 

“We send people back to school who’ve 
been out of school more than five years and 
try and provide scholarships for the people 
who traditionally would not be as eligible or 
attractive as scholarship students,” says Ian. 

Ian holds firm the belief that giving back 
is the responsibility of anyone who is able to 
do just that. She is also a staunch supporter 
of LGBT civil rights and is not shy about 
encouraging others to do what they can for the 
causes they believe in.

“Its part of giving back and I think it’s 
really important when you’ve been given a lot, 
to give some of that back,” says Ian.

Ian has also broken into writing. In 2003 
she co-edited and contributed a short story to 
Stars: Stories Based on the Songs of Janis Ian, 
a science fiction anthology. She continues to 
write science fiction and was also a columnist 
for the Advocate. In 2008, Ian published 
Society’s Child, her autobiography which drew 
much critical acclaim and gave the world an 
unobstructed look at her life. 

Ian continues to write, record and tour, 
never forgetting the thrill that can come with 
performing to a live audience.

So what can audiences expect to hear from 
the woman whose career has spanned almost 
five decades?

“A combination of the old and the new,” 
she says. “Of course, Seventeen and songs like 
that. They’d be totally ripped if I didn’t do 
those. I also encourage people to bring their 
old vinyl or CDs for signing if they want to 
stay after the shows. It should be fun.” | l |

see+hear
Who: Janis Ian
When: Thursday, May 21 and Friday, 
May 22 at Ruth Eckerd Hall in Clearwater.
Sunday, May 24 at The Plaza Theatre 
in Orlando.
How: RuthEckerdHall.com  
or ThePlazaTheatre.com
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Ian, Janis Best Of... The Autobiography Collection Rude Girl Records

Janis Ian's Society's Child: My Autobiography [ISBN: 978-1-58542-675-1] was published by Penguin/Tarcher during late July
2008 and FolkWax reviewed the work during early September [click HERE to read it now in our ARCHIVES. Best Of....The
Autobiography Collection, a thirty-one-track, two-CD collection featuring material drawn from Ian's four-decade recording
career, was released concurrently by her label Rude Girl Records. Twenty chapters long, each chapter took its title from one of
Ian's compositions (drawn, by the way, non-chronologically from her extensive song catalogue) and fourteen of those chapter
titles appear on Disc 1.

The collection opens with the Chapter 1 title "Hair Of Spun Gold," her first composition penned when Ian was a mere twelve
years of age. Where the latter cut dates from Ian's 1967 self-titled debut album, the ensuing live version of "God & The FBI" is
previously unreleased. The latter song first surfaced on God & The FBI [2000] and three years later on Working Without A Net:
Live. Ian attests as Chapter 2 unfolds that her schoolteacher father, the first generation son of a Russian emigrant, was constantly
under FBI surveillance. During 1967, peaking at #13, Ian first tasted U.S. Pop chart success with "Society's Child," the title of
Chapter 4. Following the release of her fourth Verve Folkways release, Who Really Cares [1969], Ian took her first music career
sabbatical. The Capitol Records release Present Company [1971] was quickly followed by another period of down time. Her third
tilt at the Holy Grail began with the CBS album Stars [1974] from which "Jesse" (the title of Chapter 6) and "Stars" (Chapter 7)
feature here. Ian's next album, Between the Lines, turned out to be a platinum seller and the 1975 Grammy Awards saw her pick
up the Best Pop Vocal Performance, Female for "At Seventeen," while the album also scored in the Best Engineered Recording -
Non-Classical category. "At Seventeen" (the Chapter 9 title), when released as a single, scored Ian a Top Three slot on the U.S.
Pop chart. The album version of "At Seventeen" appears on Disc 1, while the single version closes Disc 2. Aftertones [1976] was
a #1 chart album in Japan, while the track "Love Is Blind" (Chapter 10 title) gave Ian a #3 chart single in the land of the rising
sun. "Fly Too High" (Chapter 11) from Night Rains [1979] peaked at #44 on the U.K. Pop chart. The only non-chapter song title
on Disc 1 is "Thankyous" from Stars.

The remaining half-dozen Chapter titles are threaded through the initial ten (of sixteen) tracks on Disc 2. Ian's Billie's Bones
[2004] was the source of "My Tennessee Hills" (Chapter 15) and "I Hear You Sing Again" (Chapter 19), while the Chapter 16
title "Stolen Fire" hails from Revenge [1995]. "Joy," the title of the twentieth and closing chapter, appeared on Ian's most recent
solo release, Folk Is The New Black [2006]. Prefacing the writing of her book, the latter disc featured a number titled "My
Autobiography" and the lyric is reproduced immediately following Chapter 20. We were introduced to "Some People's Lives"
and "Through The Years" (the Chapter 18 title) when Ian released Breaking Silence [1993], but the versions that appear on Best
Of...The Autobiography Collection are new recordings, as is "Days Like These" (Chapter 17 title) from God & The FBI [2000].
Completing the aforementioned 'initial' ten tracks on Disc 2 are "Every Love" from Unreleased 3: Society's Child [2001] and
"Tattoo" from Breaking Silence [1993].

Listed on the liner as Bonus Tracks (and according to the liner booklet recorded circa 1964/1965) is the original work tape
version of "Hair Of Spun Gold." "I Long For You" is taken from a recently unearthed 1978 tape. "Ginny The Flying Girl" hails
from the long out-of-print Sesame Street album In Harmony II [1981], and Ian's rendition of the traditional "Johnny I Hardly
Knew Ye" from last year's three-CD music through history release Song Of America. "Today You're Mine" opened last year's
Japanese-only Ultimate Best compilation and, as I stated earlier, Disc 2 closes with the 7" single version of "At Seventeen."

Major label career-wide compilations normally include one or two rare or new cuts, this self-released 'tie-in' release features eight
examples of the latter. In a life that has witnessed a fair share of highs and lows the latter is proof that Ian can teach those major
labels a (life) lesson or two. Very few musicians enter and leave the music business on four occasions while sustaining an
artistically/financially fruitful recording and performing career that is the envy of their peers. Janis Ian did. The rude girl is still
doing it.

Arthur Wood is a founding editor of FolkWax. You may contact Arthur at folkwax@visnat.com.

Copyright Visionation, Ltd 2004. All Rights Reserved with limited rights offered to artist and their agents for publicity purposes only with proper citation to FolkWax,
FolkWax.com, or www.folkwax.com.

FolkWax is the world's largest singer-songwriter publication. It is delivered via email to more than 50,000 subscribers around the globe each week. It is only sent to
subscribers and maintains a strict privacy policy and never shares its subscribers' information; just the music in your box each week. You may subscribe at

www.folkwax.com. For further information contact folkwax@visnat.com or call 515.440.0610.
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PERFORMING SONGWRITER – Sept/Oct 2008
BOOK REVIEW

Society’s Child: My Autobiography

by Janis Ian

[Tarcher/Penguin]

“It was the best of songs. It was the worst of songs.” Few artists would dare begin their life

stories by echoing the opening lines of A Tale of Two Cities, but in the case of this riveting

autobiography, such bravado is justified. Striking a tone that’s crisp, lively and

conversational, veteran singer-songwriter Janis Ian lays out a fascinating life’s journey that

has as many plot twists as an epic novel.

Fans who came of age during rock’s glory years are familiar with the basics of Ian’s career.

Signed to Elektra Records in 1965, she achieved fame (and infamy) at age 15 with the

controversial song that gives this book its title. A few years later she earned a spate of

Grammy nominations (and two awards) for the 1975 hit “At Seventeen.” In the years hence,

she’s continued to create rich and varied work, even as she’s taken occasional sabbaticals

from recording.

But it’s the behind-the-scenes details that power this extraordinary narrative. While

managing to be neither tawdry nor confessional, Ian writes about the negative consequences

of fame and her tumultuous romantic relationships. She also explores her Kafka-esque

troubles with the IRS, her travails with psychological counseling and her cherished

friendships with the likes of Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin and Stella Adler.

   Ian devotes more ink to her missteps than to her triumphs, but in the end hers is a story of

survival. Perhaps unwittingly, she comes off as someone who’s grabbed life with both

hands—experiencing joy and heartbreak in equal measure, recognizing they’re often two

sides of the same coin. —Russell Hall



Janis Ian
Thursday, Aug. 07, 2008 :: By Andrea Sachs

Janis Ian's initiation into rock 'n' roll was early and dramatic. In 1966, at the age of 15, she recorded Society's Child, a song she'd
written about an interracial romance. It raced up the charts and caused an immediate firestorm. Ian soon became pals with some of
the era's greatest musical stars, including Janis Joplin and Jimi Hendrix. While she was fortunate not to meet their fates — both died
of drug overdoses — Ian had her own tumultuous life. She attempted suicide, went broke, survived an abusive marriage, wrote and
performed another megahit, At Seventeen, and became a lesbian activist. Ian, 57, recounts this and more in her new memoir, Society's
Child (Tarcher/Penguin). TIME reached Ian at her home in Nashville:

Singer-songwriter Janis Ian, center, poses with Bruce
Springsteen, left, and Billy Joel, right.  PETER CUNNINGHAM

How did you get your start in music?
I played for anybody and everybody from the time I started playing guitar,
when I was 10 or 11. We were living in East Orange [, New Jersey], and I
made friends with a bunch of student nurses, and I'd go over to their
dormitory and play for them. I gave guitar lessons. I tried to join bands. My
mom always said it was obvious that nothing was going to stop me.

How did your song Society's Child come about?
I started Society's Child on a bus in East Orange as I was going home from
school. I saw a black and white couple sitting there and started thinking
about it. I finished it sitting outside my guidance counselor's office. We
moved to New York three or four months later and I started banging on
doors. I was friends with [guitarist-vocalist] Gary Davis and his wife, and
they took me down to the Gaslight Café and tried to convince the owner,
Clarence Hood, to let me open for Gary. When he refused, Mrs. Davis told
him that Gary wasn't feeling well and they had to cancel. So he let me open.
And some guy literally ran backstage yelling, Kid, I'm going to make you a
star.

There was a lot of controversy surrounding Society's Child. What
happened when it came out?
In retrospect, I was very naive. My dad had said I was going to have
problems over the song, but I really didn't think that I would. For me, it was
just exciting because all of these stations in New York . . . were just all over
the record. I thought the rest of the country would be, too. Then everybody
started [sending] all this hate mail. To me it was just a song. I would hear
Pete Seeger [discussing] the power of music to frighten people and to
change people. Suddenly there I was in the middle of it.

Was it exciting? Was it frightening?
Both. I remember going into the supermarket, a Gristedes on 86th Street
and Broadway, and it was playing in the background on the street.
Somebody had a transistor radio, and they walked in with it. I thought, Oh
my God, that's me. That's an amazing moment, the first time you hear
yourself on radio. It's still thrilling. And it was scary because there were all
these people screaming at me at concerts and people spitting at me on the
street.

You were friends with some of the biggest stars of the era. Tell me
about Janis Joplin.
I loved her. I think we fell in together because we had things in common.
We both felt fat. We both had bad skin. We both felt like nothing we wore
looked right. We were both outsiders, and she was very protective of me in
a really nice way.

How about Jimi Hendrix?
Jimi was just gorgeous as a musician. Joplin was for shopping for clothes
and hanging out and laughing, and Jimi was for playing. He was an amazing
musician, a wonderfully openhearted player. He never had a problem letting
other people shine.

Tell me about writing Seventeen.
It took three months. I started it sitting at my mom's dining-room table. I
had to move back in with my mom because I was so broke —

How could you have been broke?
Bad business management and good spending habits. I bought all my
friends guitars and I had a good time with my money. But then one day
the IRS came knocking. Nobody in my family had ever had money.
Everybody had been a day jobber, so it didn't occur to anyone that I might
need to set aside money for taxes.

You were saying how Seventeen came to be.
I was sitting at the dining-room table reading the New York Times
magazine section, and there was a story about a girl who had been a
debutante and had discovered that that wasn't all it was cracked up to be.
The first line was, "I learned the truth at 18." I was playing this little
samba thing on the guitar, and I thought, Oh, that's a good opening line. It
didn't scan, so I changed it to "17."

Was it difficult to perform such a self-revealing song?
Yes. I used to sing it with my eyes closed because I didn't want to see
anybody laughing at me.

Once you did learn to manage your money, what was it like to have it
pouring in?
With a hit in my business — and I suppose it's true in any business —
you're working so hard and things are moving so fast that you don't really
stop and think, Wow, look at all this money that's coming in. You think
more, Wow, I can finally afford a dedicated sound person. I can finally
afford a backdrop. I can finally afford to get out of the station wagon and
into a van and into a bus and onto a plane. You don't really have time to
enjoy it, which is a pity, because that's when you should enjoy it.

You were afraid professionally to come out as a lesbian. Has the
industry changed since then?
Absolutely. I think these last 10 years have seen just a huge shift in the
psyche of this country as regards gay people. I think AIDS had a lot to do
with it. So many families who really believed they'd "never met one"
were suddenly confronted with their sons becoming ill, and friends of
sons. I think that brought a lot of it into the open. Certainly groups like
ACT UP [and] Larry Kramer brought a lot of it into the open. But I think
there also has just been a willingness on the parts of people like myself,
people like Melissa Etheridge or Elton [John], to stand up and be counted
that has hopefully lent some bravery to people who are not in [the public
eye].

Do fans tell you about being gay when you talk with them?
They do. [They say], "And then I went to my mom and said, Look, this is
the girl who wrote your favorite songs. So I can't be that big a freak." And
that's pretty cool. That's a nice effect to have had, to create a bond
through your music. The money when you're having a hit is great, but
money can be taken from you. What can't be taken from you is the talent
and the effect your work has.

Find this article at:
http://www.time.com/time/arts/article/0,8599,1830208,00.html
©2008 Time Inc. All rights reserved.



JANIS IAN
Saturday, August 9, 2008; Page C07

It hasn't been easy being Janis Ian. Catapulted to world fame (and controversy) before she
was 16, the singer-songwriter went on to sell more than 10 million records and win
multiple Grammy Awards. But then the dark days arrived -- abusive marriage, financial
ruin, daunting health problems -- followed, finally, by happiness, with her 2003 marriage
to longtime partner Patricia Snyder.

Now gray-haired at 57, Ian recalled that roller-coaster life on Thursday night at the
Birchmere, in a gentle but frequently compelling performance that blurred the line
between story and song. Thankfully, she's no longer the self-absorbed teenager of her
breakout 1967 hit, "Society's Child." Instead, Ian has grown into a funny, self-effacing
and slightly rueful storyteller, dropping a few famous names here and there but focusing
more on the challenges of ordinary life.

And though she sang only a dozen songs over the two-hour set, she gave each one a
thoughtful, lengthy introduction that added powerfully to the impact. Alone onstage with
a black acoustic guitar, Ian talked about being booed off the stage as a teenager by racist
hecklers while singing "Society's Child," about recovering from heartbreak with "Silly
Habits," about the slow death of her mother from multiple sclerosis (addressed in "I Hear
You Sing Again") and about hitting bottom ("Days Like These").

She also sang her most famous hits, including drop-dead-beautiful versions of "Jesse"
and the iconic "At Seventeen." But her hilarious, quick-witted "My Autobiography" may
have been the most charming song of the evening -- especially its suggestion that
Sigourney Weaver play her in the movie version of her life.

-- Stephen Brookes

© Copyright 1996-2008 The Washington Post Company



Janis Ian at the Old Town School in Chicago
Saturday, August 9, 2008 :: Submitted by Carla Gordon, Midwest Reviewer

It’s the rare babyboomer with no recollection of Janis Ian’s early hits such as “at Seventeen” about the “ugly
duckling girl” longing for valentines that never came.  “Society’s Child,” is about a white girl navigating
criticism from parents and teachers for dating a black man. That tune was an anthem of changing times.   The
Janis Ian of the 1960s sported a deadpan Buster Keaton face when she performed. (In a glorious PBS
Soundstage episode featuring Ian and David Clayton Thomas of Blood Sweat and Tears, there’s a delicious
moment when Ian, caught up in Thomas’ sizzling ebullience, cracks a rare, smile.)

Today’s Janis Ian is no less intense than she was in her Grammy honored heyday. However delightfully, at 57,
today’s Ian is warmer and way more fun.  Her smile appears often.

Of course she performed her hits. Having recently written her autobiography, she also sang “My
Autobiography,” a funny and self-effacing tune about the chutzpah associated with writing one’s own memoirs.

Ian is comfortable now to dialogue with her audience. It is dialogue indeed; the sold-out audience  in the lovely
performance space Old Town School (an underused venue in the cabaret genre) was comfortable to respond
individually and collectively to Ian.

As a songwriter, Ian demonstrates how the prosaic can be more powerful than the grand. “Jessee” is a
remarkable example..  While melodically lush, what makes the song linger long in the listener’s heart is the
lyrical detail. Wishing for an old lover to “come home,” the singer leaves the spread on the bed just as it was
when the lover departed. The spread has been “recently cleaned” and the singer reminds Jesse that she has
cleaned herself up in her own way.  In the jazzy “Silly Habits” ( which Ian recorded with the late Mel Torme)
Ian’s attention to detail also give that song layers of truth.

After sharing the story of her mother’s struggle, then lost battle with multiple sclerosis, Ian offered the gently
reflective “I Hear You Sing Again.” While the song is highly personal, anyone having lost a parent relates to
both the loss and to the legacies of intangible gifts our parents leave us.

In a brief departure from her original songs, Ian presented an upbeat, sensual version of the Beatle’s “Love Me
Do” supported by complex blues and jazz guitar riffs.

Following a standing ovation, Ian returned to sing “Joy” a benedictive tune reflecting on appreciating life’s
goodness in both easy times and challenging ones.

As this review concludes, the question begs as to why an artist such as Ian, known as a folk-rock singer or
merely a folk singer, should be discussed in the cabaret press.  More and more, artists like Christine Lavin,
Susan Werner, and Ian from the folk music realm deliver the best of what cabaret offers: personal reflections,
songs that take listeners on a journey, and yes, the smiles.
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Janis Ian: The singer now also storyteller
Thursday, Aug. 14, 2008 :: By David Hiltbrand

Touring is old hat to Janis Ian. The Grammy-winning folk legend has been
taking her music on the road periodically since 1967.

Back then she was a timid 16-year-old, shaken by the heckling and hate
mail that greeted her controversial hit, "Society's Child," a haunting song
about interracial dating that she wrote when she was 14.

"It's really different right now," says Ian, 57, on the phone as she is driven
from a radio studio in Ohio to a gig in Pittsburgh, "because I'm
concentrating on the autobiography, so I'm telling stories as much as I am
singing."

Her book, Society's Child, traces her incredibly volatile life and career,
which took her from privilege to privation. It details her efforts to stay
creative while coping with an abusive husband as well as a variety of
physical and mental ailments.

"Everyone assumes that people like me never make mistakes or have
problems," she says of her rationale for writing. "They think you're not
appearing on Carson or Leno anymore because you choose not to be."

Her accounts offer a ringside seat at the colorful carnival that was the '60s:
snorting cocaine (disastrously) with Jimi Hendrix, sitting next to Frank
Zappa in a Manhattan club for the American debut of Cream.

Ian (born Janis Eddy Fink in the Bronx) will be persuing both guises -
musician and memoirist - when she comes to town this week.

On Friday, she'll be reading and signing at the Chester County Bookstore.
And over the weekend, she'll be performing and participating in workshops
at the Philadelphia Folk Festival.

The Upper Salford hootenanny is a familiar haunt for Ian. "This will make
my 10th time [playing there]," she says proudly. "Twice a decade for five
decades."

Longtime festival impresario Gene Shay recalls the time Ian razzed Judy
Collins, who had a contract that stipulated she must be driven to the venue
in a limo and escorted to the stage by a phalanx of men.

According to Shay, when Collins stepped out of the white stretch sedan in a
gold-lamé gown, Ian yelled at her, "Judy, it's a folk festival!" (Collins and
Ian are both on the Saturday night bill this year.)

Shay also recounts the time in the '70s when Bob Dylan showed up
unannounced at the festival with David Bromberg and started wandering
around backstage.

"After Janis sang her song 'At Seventeen,' one of the first times she played
that to a large audience here," Shay says, "Dylan went over to her and
complimented her on it. She was on cloud nine."

Ian remembers the incident somewhat differently in Society's Child. In her
version, the song that won Dylan's approbation was "Stars." Afterward "I
rode back to the hotel on his lap and he made an inarticulate proposition,
which I declined in favor of going back to Bromberg's room for a late-night
jam."

Visiting Philadelphia is always a bit of a homecoming for Ian, who lived
here for nearly four years at the beginning of the Nixon era. She relocated
to be near her therapist.

"I came of age in New York, but I grew up in Philly," she says. "I started
to write and make records in New York, but I really became a person in
Philadelphia. It's always been incredibly supportive of me as a town."

One of the photographs in the book shows Ian backstage at the Academy
of Music in the '70s with fellow headliner Billy Joel, greeting Bruce
Springsteen and the late Ed Sciaky, the Philadelphia disc jockey who
supported all their careers.

Memory can be a slippery thing for old folkies, so Ian, who now lives in
Nashville, had to work hard to get her dates and facts straight. "I
researched for three months," she says. "I went through all my old
journals. I spent a lot of time Googling myself. It's a weird feeling to
research yourself."

Revisiting parts of her life proved painful. "It's hard to write about being
molested," she says, "and hard to write about being smacked in the head."
The experience, she jokes, "threw me right back into therapy."

Society's Child ends on a positive note with Ian's 2003 marriage at
Toronto's City Hall to her longtime partner, a woman she refers to in the
book only as Pat. But the songwriter in Ian couldn't resist throwing in a
coda, lyrics to a tongue-in-cheek ditty titled "My Autobiography." Here's
the first verse:

I know you and I'll agree

What this world needs is a lot more me

Well, I have got the remedy

Gonna write my autobiography

I've led a fascinating life

Had a husband and a wife

But you will truly be amazed

at just how humble I have stayed

Everybody sing.

Find this article at:
http://www.philly.com/inquirer/magazine/20080814_Janis_Ian__The_singer_
now_also_storyteller.html?adString=inq.entertainment/magazine;!category=
magazine;&randomOrd=081508010328
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