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Flamboyant, histrionic, magnetic, and precocious — Rosetia Tharpe brought gospel music
10 the attention of the average listener in 1938 with her New York performances at the
recently relocated Cotton Club on Broadway and at Cafe Society Downtown. If Thomas
A. Dorsey was the force that codified and laboriously planted the seeds of the burgeoning
gospel movement throughout the black churches, it was Sister Rosetta Tharpe who became
gospel’s first national star and helped make it @ houschold topic a decade before the mass
‘popularity of Mahalia Jackson.
Born in Cotton Plant, Arkansas on March 20, 1915, Rosetta Nubin was already standing in
church beside her mother, the traveling evangelist Katie Bell Nubin, before she was a year
old. By six, Rosetta had mastered the guitar and her experience on the road in the Holiness
churches with her mother had left her a seasoned veteran who could “tear up” a

ion with mature performances of “The Day Is Past And Gone” and “I Looked

e Line”. Around this time the pair was based at the 40th Street Church of God in
Christ near State Street in Chicago, where Bishop Roberts would stand Rosetta on a table for
be By 1934 she had met and married Pastor Thorp, an elder in the Holiness
church in Pitisburgh, and mother, daughter, and husband formed  trio that became
popular in the storefront churches in Florida up until the time of Rosetta’s relocation to
New York in 1938.
This was the point in time when gospel music entered the show business world via the New
York nightclubs. Rosetia began performing in the Cotton Club Revue with Cab Calloway and
his Orchestra and the growing interest in jazz and its roots culminated in the historic
“Spirituals To Swing” concert at Carnegie Hall on December 23, 1938. This was the frst
exposure most white listeners had to black vernacular music and Rosetiaas.present along
with the Golden Gate Quartet and Mitchell's Christian Singers to insuré a samplingof
several religious styles. Her first recordings were done less than two/months prioF tothe
concert with Rosetta accompanying herself on guitar in her familiar *vestapol®down to
B-flat tuning. Thomas A. Dorscy’s “Rock Me” led the session, follawed by asophisticatcd
rewrite of Washington Phillips’ “Denomination Blues” (see DOCD-5054) titled “Fhat's
AII”, and two songs with sceular lrics that sound uncannily like the gospel numbers.
Enough interest was generated for a follow-up session in January 1939, which included her




first recorded version of a song that would become a staple in her repertory: “This Train”,
as well as the song she used to “tear up” the churches as a child (“I Looked Down The
Line”), and the popular gospel standard “God Don’t Like It”.

1939 was a busy year for Sister Tharpe. The Cotton Club kept her for their next show which
opened on March 24 and featured Bill Robinson. The show was later revised o broaden her
role in it and ended up running through the summer with Rosetta performing with Andy
Kirk's band featuring Mary Lou Williams on piano. “Zife” magazine ran a feature s'ory on
her “moving the saints on Sunday and emmummg the big spenders on Monday”. With all
the additional activity it was over two years before she recorded again. This sessmn, in
March 1941, produced another of Rosetta’s signature tunes: “Stand By Me”, but it was the
following session at the end of June that really caused a stir. This featured Sister Tharpe
backed by Lucky Millinder and his Orchestra on the blues standard “Trouble In Mind”
(first recorded by Bertha “Chippie” Hil in 1926) and a swinging spiritual: “Rock Daniel”,
Her new downtown audience loved it, but a number of ministers in Harlem expressed their
displeasure with Rosctta “for putting too much motion as well as emotion into her singing”.
till, her plunge into show business continued unabated, and she was a smash at the Apollo
theater with Cab Calloway’s band. Some time in mid-1941 she even made three short films
with the Lucky Millinder Orchestra for the Soundies Distributing Corporation of America,
for use in visual juke-boxes. Her recordings with Millinder were very popular, and later in
1941 she cut new versions of “Rock Me” and “That’s All” with the orchestra, the latter
featuring hot solos by Rosctta on a guitar that had been clectrificd. She closed the year by
recording four solo numbers, including a couple of ballads and a spirited remake of Blind
Willie Johnson's “Nobody’s Fault But Mine”. Perhaps the session was gaimpt (0
regain the good graces of her churchgoing listeners.
Acknowledgements: Anthony Heilbut, “Ihe Gospel Sound” (revised 195)
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