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When a list of the “100 
greatest artists of all time” 
leaves out Nina Simone and 
dozens of other great women 
you have to wonder how 
Rolling Stone got it so wrong.

By Diana Wolfe 

Why 
Ladies 
Sing the 
Blues
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R
OLLING STONE MAGAZINE’S “100 
Greatest Artists of All Time” is a 
celebration of contemporary mainstream 
music, its roots, its history and the 
remarkable musicians who created it. 

Trouble is, in every one of the three editions of this list 
published in the last decade, most recently in 2013, 
only eight of the 100 chosen musical artists are women. 
And just one—Aretha Franklin—made it into the top 
30. Rolling Stone’s chosen women are extraordinary 
artists, no question. In order of ranking, they are: 
Aretha Franklin, Madonna, Janis Joplin, Patti Smith, 
Joni Mitchell, Tina Turner, the Shirelles, and Diana 
Ross and the Supremes. However, I can easily name 
many more who have written the songs, performed the 
music, played the instruments, won the awards, sold the 
records, had a profound influence on the development 
of music and rocked their respective tits, arses and 
socks off over many decades.

Not that the 92 male artists aren’t fabulous and 
worthy. I’m just questioning the continuing, obstinate 
lack of recognition for female music artists—not only 
singers/performers, but instrumentalists, composers 
and genre-pioneers. At the very least, the following 
women should have made the cut: Chrissie Hynde, 
Deborah Harry, Annie Lennox, Joan Jett, Suzi Quatro, 
Sheila E, Whitney Houston, Cyndi Lauper, Carole 
King, Kate Bush, Barbra Streisand, Bette Midler, Nina 
Simone, Joan Baez, Maybelle Carter, Etta James, 
Memphis Minnie, Big Mama Thornton, Sister Rosetta 
Tharpe, Odetta, Mahalia Jackson, Billie Holliday, Bessie 
Smith, Patsy Cline, Loretta Lynne, Tammy Wynette, 
Emmylou Harris, Dolly Parton and Suzanne Vega.

So, how did Rolling Stone arrive at its list? Were its 
choices based on record sales, chart success, concert 
ticket sales, performing qualities, songwriting prowess, 
royalties, popularity, influence on genres, number of 
awards or a combination of these?

Who knows, since this prestigious internationally 
respected publication offers no selection criteria beyond 
“Rolling Stone and a panel of experts present the 100 
best artists of the rock & roll era” with the claim “the 
resulting list is ... a broad survey of rock history”. Of the 
55 experts on the panel, only two were women, Chrissie 
Hynde and Lucinda Williams. Nowhere does it say how 

this panel was chosen or how it arrived at its decisions.
Lists of bestselling contemporary music artists vary 

markedly in terms of “certified units”, “certified sales” 
and “claimed sales” by each artist. However, while the 
sales figures and number of units sold vary, the overall 
rankings are remarkably similar. And whichever top-
selling artist list you choose, women feature strongly.

While the US music industry’s official weekly chart 
publisher, Billboard, produces artist and song rankings 
based on sales of records, digital downloads and airplay, 
it does not publish “bestselling artist” lists as such. 

FEMALE ARTISTS ON 
TOP 100 GREATEST 
ARTISTS OF ALL TIME

MISSING

9 ARETHA 
FRANKLIN
36 MADONNA
46 JANIS 
JOPLIN
47 PATTI SMITH
62 JONI MITCHELL
63 TINA TURNER
76 THE SHIRELLES
96 DIANA ROSS & THE 
SUPREMES 

Chrissie Hynde, Deborah Harry, Annie 
Lennox, Joan Jett, Suzi Quatro, Sheila E, 
Whitney Houston, Cyndi Lauper, Carole King, 
Kate Bush, Barbra Streisand, Bette Midler, 
Nina Simone, Joan Baez, Maybelle Carter, 
Etta James, Memphis Minnie, Big Mama 
Thornton, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Odetta, 
Mahalia Jackson, Billie Holliday, Bessie 
Smith, Patsy Cline, Loretta Lynne, Tammy 
Wynette, Emmylou Harris, Dolly Parton and 
Suzanne Vega.

http://www.rollingstone.com/music/lists/100-greatest-artists-of-all-time-19691231
http://www.rollingstone.com/music/lists/100-greatest-artists-of-all-time-19691231
http://www.rollingstone.com/music/lists/100-greatest-artists-of-all-time-19691231/aretha-franklin-20110420
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Nevertheless, credible sales figures can be sourced 
from organizations such as the Recording Industry 
Association of America (RIAA), which publishes a  
top-selling artists list alongside the number of  
“certified units” sold.

In 2014, the RIAA list of the 60 artists (solo and 
bands) who have sold more than 30 million certified 
units includes ten women and one band, Fleetwood 
Mac, which has two women as band members, 
Christine McVie and Stevie Nicks. The RIAA ranks 
Barbra Streisand the highest-selling female artist at 
number eleven, with 71.5 million certified units sold. 
Madonna comes in at sixteenth place with 64.5 million 
units, followed by Mariah Carey (63.5 million), Whitney 
Houston (57 million), Celine Dion (50 million), Shania 
Twain (48 million) and Reba McIntyre (41 million). 
Britney Spears, the Dixie Chicks and Linda Ronstadt 
have all sold over 30 million units. 

Websites such as statisticbrain.com publish 
amalgamated lists, compiled using sales information 
from a range of sources. In November 2013, 
statisticbrain.com published the top-selling artists of 
all time using data from RIAA, Universal Records, Sony, 
Warner, EMI and Billboard. Statisticbrain.com’s list 
ranks Madonna, with 164.4 million units in certified 
sales, the fourth highest-selling artist of all time, behind 
the Beatles, Elvis Presley and Michael Jackson. Of the 
90 artists with more than 24 million in certified sales, 
21 are women and 
a further five 
bands (ABBA, 
Fleetwood Mac, 
the Carpenters, 

the Spice Girls and the Black Eyed Peas) include women 
as key band members, songwriters and/or musicians.

Besides Madonna, among the highest sellers are 
Mariah Carey (128.3 million), Celine Dion (120.8 
million), Whitney Houston (110.2 million) and relative 
newcomers Rihanna (114 million), Britney Spears 
(76 million) and Taylor Swift (75 million). The other 
women who have certified sales of more than 24 million 
are Barbra Streisand, Donna Summer, Janet Jackson, 
Cher, Olivia Newton-John, Linda Ronstadt, Tina 
Turner, Gloria Estefan, Shania Twain, Lady Gaga, Reba 
McIntyre, Beyonce, Enya and Aretha Franklin.

Of all these women, only Madonna, Tina Turner and 
Aretha Franklin made Rolling Stone’s list.

Billboard’s annual Top 100 Artists chart is 
based on radio and TV airplay, music sales, 

Boxscore touring revenue, the Social 50 

RIAA TOP-SELLING ARTISTS (units in millions)

71.5 BARBRA STREISAND
64.5 MADONNA
63.5 MARIAH CAREY
57 WHITNEY HOUSTON
50 CELINE DION
48.5 FLEETWOOD MAC
48 SHANIA TWAIN
41 REBA McINTYRE

Significant sales: Cher, a star since the 
1960s, Barbados-born Rihanna and Agnetha 

Fältskog and Frida Lyngstad from Abba.

http://riaa.com/goldandplatinum.php?content_selector=top-selling-artists
http://statisticbrain.com/


Wonder once said, “Wasn’t for Ruth Brown, there 
wouldn’t be no Aretha, wouldn’t be nobody. I’m here to 
tell you this lady is a true legend.” 

The Rolling Stones recorded and released two 
versions of New Orleans soul singer Irma Thomas’s 
“Time is on My Side”, both of which unashamedly 
emulated her spoken-word exclamations and 
monologue. The Stones’ US version, released a month 
after Thomas’s in 1964, reached number six on 
Billboard, making it their first top ten hit in the US.

During the 1960s, 1970s and beyond, women 

60

Muses / Anne Summers Reports

chart activity and ringtone sales. In the past few years 
women have become increasingly well represented in 
this list: in 2013, 31 of Billboard’s top 100 were women. 
They included women covered widely by mainstream 
media (such as Lady Gaga, Christina Aguilera, Pink and 
Beyonce) and vocalists, but also multi-instrumentalists 
and songwriters such as the Lumineers (with multi-
instrumentalist Neyla Pekarek), Alicia Keys, the Band 
Perry (with Kimberly Perry on lead vocals, guitar, and 
piano) and Little Big Town (with Kimberly Schlapman 
and Karen Fairchild). 

As Rolling Stone has not updated its 100 Greatest 
Artists of All Time since 2011, none of these women 
could be expected to make the cut, but it is notable that 
none of the six women who made the Billboard top 10 
in 2010 made it onto Rolling Stone’s list.

THE MUSIC OF ROCK-AND-ROLL 
giants Led Zeppelin and Chuck Berry was 
influenced by blues pioneers such as Memphis 

Minnie, the 1930s electric guitar-picker who performed 
and recorded more than 200 of her own songs over four 
decades, including “When the Levee Breaks”, later 
covered on Led Zeppelin’s fourth album. Chuck Berry 
based his song “I Want To Be Your Driver” on Minnie’s 
biggest hit, “Me and My Chauffeur Blues”. 

Then there was 1940s guitarist–singer–songwriter 
Sister Rosetta Tharpe, widely acknowledged as the 
“Godmother of Rock & Roll”, whose virtuoso playing 
and dynamic stage style influenced Little Richard, 
Johnny Cash and Elvis Presley. 

Ruth “Miss Rhythm” Brown’s string of hits for the 
fledgling Atlantic Records label in the 1950s earned 
it the moniker “The House that Ruth Built”. Stevie 

Pioneers: Memphis Minnie, Dolly 
Parton, Stevie Nicks and Christine 
McVie from Fleetwood Mac.

Chuck Berry based  
his song “I Want To  
Be Your Driver” on  
Minnie’s biggest hit.
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songwriters and instrumentalists demolished the “girl 
singer” stereotype and stepped into the limelight. 
Carole King, Dolly Parton, Marianne Faithfull, Chrissie 
Hynde, Suzi Quatro, Christine McVie (Fleetwood Mac), 
Yoko Ono and the Runaways with Joan Jett paved the 
way for the Bangles, Heart and the Go-Gos, who made 
headlines as the first all-female band to top Billboard 
with songs they had written and played.

In turn, these artists provided the grit in the oyster 
for rockers and riot grrrls Kim Gordon (Sonic Youth), 
Lita Ford, L7, the Slits, Kathleen Hanna (Bikini Kill), 
Veruca Salt and Courtney Love (Hole)—women who 
“rocked out with their frocks out” and blew audiences 
away on the strength of their playing, songwriting, 
singing and performing. 

Alt-rock band the Pixies, featuring bass player Kim 
Deal, received the highest praise from Kurt Cobain: 
“When I heard the Pixies for the first time, I connected 
with that band so heavily I should have been in that 
band—or at least in a Pixies cover band.” David Bowie 

referred to the Pixies as “the 
psychotic Beatles” and said 
they “changed the format 
for delivering hard rock”. 

Fast-forward to Orianthi, 
the young South Australian 
singer-songwriter-guitarist 
chosen by Michael Jackson 
as his lead guitarist on the 
ill-fated 2009 “This Is It” 
tour (abandoned when 
Jackson died during the 
lead-up to the tour). Voted 
international breakthrough 
guitarist of the year in 2010 
by Guitar magazine, she was 
also lead guitarist in Alice 
Cooper’s touring band and 
has written and recorded 
her own hit songs. 

Then there’s Tal 
Wilkenfeld, the jazz bass 
prodigy from Melbourne 
who recorded her debut 
album Transformation at 

20, in two days. At 21 she was selected by Chick Corea 
for his 2007 Australian tour and by Jeff Beck for his 
European tour. Melbourne hard-rock guitarist, singer 
and songwriter Nat Allison was recently invited by Suzi 
Quatro (still recording, touring and rocking at 63) to 
record with her in London and accompany her on her 
2014 Australian tour. 

The US Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, which recognizes 
artists for their contribution to rock and roll as a 
musical artform, is more inclusive than Rolling Stone, 
though women are still pitifully under-represented in 
the overall number of inductees. The eight women who 
made it into Rolling Stone’s list are there, but missing 
are LaVern Baker, Blondie (with Deborah Harry), Ruth 
Brown, Fleetwood Mac (Christine McVie and Stevie 
Nicks), Carole King, Gladys Knight and the Pips, Ellie 
Greenwich, Heart (Nancy and Ann Wilson), Billie 
Holiday, Mahalia Jackson, Wanda Jackson, Brenda Lee, 
Darlene Love, the Mamas and the Papas, Martha and 
the Vandellas, Laura Nyro, the Pretenders (Chrissie 

Tal Wilkenfeld (with Herbie 
Hancock); Kim Deal from 
the Pixies; and blues 
guitarist Fiona Boyes. 
SOURCE  HTTP : / /BLOGG.NRK .NO

Boyes … admits  
she’s been told at  
local gigs that she  
“plays alright  
for a girl”.    

http://orianthi.com/
http://www.talwilkenfeld.com/
http://www.talwilkenfeld.com/
http://natallison.com/index.php/about
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Hynde), Ma Rainey, Bonnie Raitt, the Ronettes, Linda 
Ronstadt, Bessie Smith, Patti Smith, Dusty Springfield, 
the Staple Singers (Mavis Staples), Donna Summer and 
Dinah Washington.

Australian-born women musicians are even more 
inadequately recognized for the quality of their work 
and influence on the national music scene than their 
US and UK counterparts. A lack of mainstream media 
coverage beyond the patronising and celebrity-centric 
that plagued women of the 1950s and 1960s continues 
to this day. Witness Casey Donovan, the prodigiously 
talented winner of 2004’s Australian Idol (its youngest 
ever winner), who makes the news less for her vocal 
ability than her weight issues.

Or Fiona Boyes, perhaps one of the most 
accomplished finger-picking blues guitarists in the 
world today. She has won multiple awards, including 
the International Blues Challenge in Memphis, was 
presented with the key to the city of Clarksdale, 
Mississippi, for her contribution to blues music, and 
has toured, recorded and performed with some of the 

greatest blues artists in the world—pianist Pinetop 
Perkins and Howlin’ Wolf’s legendary guitarist, Hubert 
Sumlin. Perkins said of Boyes, “I ain’t never heard a 
woman finger-pick a guitar like that since Memphis 
Minnie”, while Sumlin said, “I’ve played with all the 
great players … and she’s got ‘it’!” 

Rhythms magazine described Boyes as “Far and 
away the most significant Australian female blues 
performer”, while US Blues Revue described her sound 
as “authentic as Mississippi Fred McDowell”.

But Boyes remains virtually unknown in Australia 
beyond blues circles, never features in mainstream 
media articles, struggles to fill even medium-sized 
venues, has never won an Australian Recording 
Industry Association (ARIA) award, and admits she’s 
been told at local gigs that she “plays alright for a girl”.

ARIA award-winners Kavisha Mazzella and 
Tasmanian-born Monique Brumby are now in their 
forties and more accomplished than ever. Brumby’s 
latest and self-titled studio album is a work of 
incandescent beauty, a soundtrack that stands 
alongside any male or female international recording 
artist. Yet we rarely, if ever, read about them and their 
work in Australia. 

Kerri Simpson is another Australian artist with 
international cred who is barely known outside 
roots music circles. On the strength of her dance 
hits “Higher” and “Kiss Her Goodbye”—which drew 
comparisons with US singers Chaka Khan and Patti 
LaBelle—she was invited to support Kylie Minogue 
on her 1993 Australian tour. Simpson was nominated 
for an ARIA for her 1998 album Confessin’ the Blues 

Casey Donovan, the 
prodigiously talented winner 
of 2004’s Australian Idol ... 
makes the news less for her 
vocal ability than her weight 
issues.     

Kerri Simpson works as a high-school librarian when 
she’s not at the New Orleans Jazz & Heritage Festival.

http://www.kavisha.com/
http://www.moniquebrumby.com/
http://www.kerrisimpson.com/
http://www.fionaboyes.com/
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and was the first Australian woman to be invited to 
perform at the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival. 
Her extensive touring and recording—squeezed in and 
around her full-time job as a high-school librarian and 
a single mother—has included the ground-breaking 
album Vodou Songs of the Spirits. 

Incorporating sounds of voudoun rituals in Haiti and 
New Orleans, this album could conceivably rival Paul 
Simon’s Graceland in the way it fuses traditional and 
modern world music and authentic field recordings, and 
involves the collaboration of local Haitian and American 
artists. 

BUT WHERE GRACELAND REACHED number 
three on Billboard, sold 14 million copies, won 
the 1987 Grammy for Album of the Year, rated 

fifth on Rolling Stone’s 100 Best Albums of the Eighties 
list, was added to the US National Recording Registry of 
significant recordings, and still enjoys sales and airplay, 
Simpson’s offering wasn’t even nominated for an ARIA. 

So, the fact that women continue to be largely 
ignored by Rolling Stone is a big deal. If their 
contribution to music is not even accepted and 
celebrated by their own industry, their chances 
of mainstream and commercial recognition are 
diminished. Ergo, their opportunities to promote and 
sell their music, to expand their work and to deepen 
their influence on the world’s music remain curtailed.

It’s not just Rolling Stone, either. Australian Triple J 
Radio’s Hottest 100 Songs of All Time featured women 
in only six of the 100 songs. The 2003 soundtrack to 
Martin Scorsese’s lauded documentary series, The Blues, 
included just thirteen women among its 116 featured 
songwriters and performers. 

Women have composed, recorded, performed, 
created and pioneered contemporary music across all 
genres, not just rock and roll, for as long as men. By 
any measure, female artists are every bit as illustrious 
as their male counterparts. We know it. Record-buying 
and concert-going audiences know it. Male musicians 
know and embrace it. It’s time for Rolling Stone to 
acknowledge women’s contribution to music, and to 
step up and publish a truly representative list.  

SHARE

FEMALE ARTISTS ON TRIPLE J’s HOTTEST 
100 OF THE LAST 20 YEARS (2013)

9 KIMBRA (with Gotye)  
Somebody That I Used To Know
31 ELIZABETH FRASER 
(with Massive Attack) Teardrop
33 DOLORES O’RIORDAN 
(The Cranberries) Zombie
49 FLORENCE WELCH 
(Florence and the Machine)  
Dog Days Are Over
73 JADE CASTRINOS  
(with Edward Sharp and the  
Magnetic Zeros) Home
81 ANGUS AND JULIA 
STONE Big Jet Plane
92 NANNA BRYNDIS 
HILMARSDOTTIR  
(Of Monsters and Men) Little Talk
97 M.I.A. Paper Planes
99 LANA DEL REY Video Games

Zombie: 
Dolores 
O’Riordan
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