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T’AIN’T NOBODY’S BIZNESS: 
Queer Blues Divas of the 1920s 
 
A short documentary by Robert Philpson 

 
“They must’ve been 

women ‘cause I 
don’t like no men.” 

 
“Went out last night 
with a bunch of my 

friends.” 

 
Prove It On Me 

Blues 
 by Ma Rainey 

SYNOPSIS 

As part of recapturing our lost and hidden past, "T'Ain't Nobody's Bizness" presents the facts 
concerning the alternative sexualities of famous blues singers in a way that is unsensational yet 
entertaining. Many people will be surprised at how developed and robust alternative sexualities were 
90 years ago. Although some of these women strove to hide and deny their same-sex activities in later 
years, especially if they turned to religion, their lesbian and bisexual proclivities contributed to the 
sexual and social freedom they championed for women both in their careers and in their personal 
lives.  
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LONG SYNOPSIS 

“T’Ain’t Nobody’s Bizness” excavates the hidden sexualities of Black female entertainers who reigned over 
the nascent blues recording industry of the 1920s. Unlike the male-dominated jazz scene, early blues provided 
a space for women to take the lead and model an autonomy that was remarkable for women of any color or 
sexual orientation. The fact that some of these women, still famous 90 years later, successfully conducted 
same-sex relations with friends and working partners is a tribute to their independent spirit and a marker of the 
relaxed mores that shaped the world of Black entertainment. 

Ma Rainey, “Mother of the Blues,” recruited a devoted following touring the vaudeville circuit in the deep 
South and along the Mississippi River. Jazz historian Chris Albertson reveals the result of her partying with 
her chorines in Chicago, where she also recorded almost 100 sides. A true original, Ma Rainey wrote and 
recorded several songs about sissy men and mannish women—not all of them derogatory. 

The most famous blues artist of her day, Bessie Smith, was a sexual predator to both men and women. Her 
affair with Lillian Simpson, a dancer in her show, triggered one of the greatest fights in Smith’s violence-
soaked marriage to Jack Gee. Renowned Bay Area vocalist, Linda Tillery, talks about the inspiration Bessie 
provided for her life and music. 

Chris Albertson confirms the lesbianism of Alberta Hunter and Ethel Waters, an early blues singer who later 
earned stardom as a headliner on Broadway and as a Hollywood actor. And, finally, “T’Ain’t Nobody’s 
Bizness,” resurrects the reputation of Gladys Bentley, a Harlem nightclub singer famous in her day for wearing 
a tuxedo and boasting of her affairs with other women.  

Cultural historian Brian Keizer puts the early blues scene in its social context, pointing out that these women, 
alienated from mainstream society by race and cultural practice (the blues being regarded as the devil’s 
music), created a space for themselves that presaged the freedom later claimed by the civil rights movement 
and, by example, gay liberation. 

Taking its title from a popular song of the day (written by gay musician Porter Grainger), “T’Ain’t Nobody’s 
Bizness” introduces contemporary audiences to the transgressive practices of the distaff side of the early blues. 
It wasn’t all about cheatin’ men and low times. To quote from the song, “If I go to church on Sunday/Then 
shimmy down on Monday/T’ain’t nobody’s bizness if I do.” 

 
 

LONG 
SYNOPSIS 

T’AIN’T NOBODY’S BIZNESS: 
Queer Blues Divas of the 1920s 
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T’AIN’T NOBODY’S BIZNESS: 
Queer Blues Divas of the 1920s 

THE DIRECTOR 
 
Robert Philipson backed into filmmaking when he took an Introduction of Videography course at 
Berkeley Community College while trying to learn how to operate a video camera. Already an 
experienced writer and college professor (Ph.D. in Comparative Literature from the University of 
Wisconsin), Robert was blessed with an intuitive sense of form and structure. Quickly mastering the 
independent filmmaker’s art of seducing others to his projects, Philipson turned his multimedia 
classes to good account. His first film festival entry, “Ma Rainey’s Lesbian Licks,” (2005) played in 
20 different film festivals, including San Francisco’s Frameline, New York’s New Fest, and the 
London Gay and Lesbian Film Festival. His subsequent shorts, “Take the Gay Train” and “I Dreamed 
Last Night I Was Far From Harm,” have also screened in various film festivals around the country. 
His shorts have been accepted in Frameline twice, the Chicago Gay and Lesbian Film Festival twice, 
Washington D.C.’s Reef Affirmations twice, and the Oakland International Film Festival three times. 
While acknowledging that he has much to learn, Robert has no plans to attend film school. 
 
 
DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT 
 
One of my academic specialties is African American literature. The last course I taught at the 
university level was on the Harlem Renaissance, a fascinating period of Black achievement during 
the 1920s and early 30s. While teaching that course, I kept running into anecdotes about writers, 
performers, and cultural workers who were gay or lesbian. As this history had been hidden for 
decades and was only now surfacing in fragmented form, I determined that such a subject was ideal 
for multimedia exploration. Not only literature but art, music, and dance played central roles in 
defining what was then called the Negro Renaissance. 
 
Ethel Waters played a part in the Harlem Renaissance, as did Bessie Smith, the greatest blues singer 
of her day. Bessie Smith led to Ma Rainey, the first popularizer of the blues form, and both were 
bisexual. The earliest Black stars of the nascent record industry were all women: Mamie Smith, 
Bessie Smith (no relation), Alberta Hunter. They were strong Black women who frequently acted as 
songwriters, band leaders, and were in firm control of their careers. Not surprising that they felt free, 
perhaps entitled, to explore sexual alternatives that mainstream America regarded with horror or 
scorn. Only now is this unknown history coming to light. And what a great time it was!  
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 T’AIN’T NOBODY’S BIZNESS: 
Queer Blues Divas of the 1920s 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 
 
 
TRT: 28:11 
 
FORMAT: SD 
 
CAMERA: SONY VX2000 
 
LANGUAGE: ENGLISH 
 
COMPLETED: JANUARY 2011 


