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JESSIE J IS HOPING SHE FINALLY HAS 
America’s attention. With the out-of-the-gate 
success of “Bang Bang”—the lead single off 
her latest album, Sweet Talker, that features 
red-hot pop star Ariana Grande and rapper 
Nicki Minaj—she’s longing to score her first 
No. 1 album. “I’ve never had one before 

anywhere, so that would be my biggest 
achievement,” she says. 

A star in the U.K., Jessie J—born Jessica 
Cornish in London—has struggled to find 
mainstream success in the U.S. In 2011, 
she garnered attention with “Domino,” 
and “Price Tag,” off her debut album 

Who You Are. But the momentum came to 
a halt when she broke her foot and couldn’t 
tour or promote the record. “It’s all about 
timing and being able to be there,” says 
the 26-year-old entertainer. “The hardest 
thing is just being heard, because the U.S. 
is such a huge country. You can work hard, 
but it’s still difficult to get people’s attention. 
So I’m starting from the bottom up again.” 

Aside from “Bang Bang,” Jessie J’s 
biggest U.S. hit so far came in the form of 
a co-writing credit on Miley Cyrus’ “Party in 
the U.S.A.,” which reached No. 2 in 2009. 
But she isn’t a songwriter-turned-performer. 
“People think I was a songwriter before I 
was an artist,” she says, “but I had been 
signed for four years when I wrote that 
song, and had been performing on the U.K. 
underground for years.”

Jessie J returns to those dance-pop 
roots on Sweet Talker, which features her 
powerhouse vocals and big beats from the 
likes of Max Martin, Diplo, The-Dream and 
Tricky Stewart. “I pushed my boundaries 
and let go, allowing others to take me in a 
different direction,” she says. “On my first 
album I was so high-strung—I had to get 
everything right and be involved in every 
little thing. On my second album, I tried to 
conform more. But it didn’t work. I don’t 
think it was a failure, but it wasn’t as hard-
hitting. I’m a big character, a big voice, and I 
exploited that on this album. It feels like me.” 

Still, she admits performing live is her 
strong suit: “I think I sing better onstage, 
because nerves give you adrenaline, and 
you can use that to your advantage. I 
wouldn’t say I’m more comfortable onstage, 
but I am freer. You’ve got an audience 
that wants something from you, and the 
feeling is mutual.”

–Katy Kroll

Lucinda’s dad, Miller Williams, is a respected poet, and he plays 
a prominent role in his daughter’s new collection: “Compassion,” 
the leadoff track, is the first of his poems that Lucinda has ever set 
to music. Stark and haunting, it contains the line that became the 
album’s title. “My dad loves it, and he’s real proud,” says Williams.

As well he should be—Williams has long been recognized 
as one of the reigning artists within the Americana genre. “I was 
Americana before there was Americana,” says Williams with a laugh. 
“I had a hard time getting a record deal at first because everyone told 
me I fell through the cracks between country and rock. But I didn’t 
want to pick one style. When I was coming up in the ’60s, people 
were identified as artists, not as being part of a genre. Bob Dylan was 
Bob Dylan—it didn’t matter what he did. That’s what I wanted to be.” 

Williams is especially comfortable fitting between those cracks 
where rock, country, blues and folk intersect—all of which find a 

home within the music of Down Where the Spirit Meets the Bone. 
Williams avoids crafting her albums around specific themes—and 
she has dry spells and periods when she goes through what she 
calls a “whoosh” of writing. “That can last a week or 10 days,” she 
says, “when that’s all I do.”

The new 20-song set, produced by Williams, her husband-
manager Tom Overby and multi-instrumentalist Greg Leisz, features 
an assortment of guests, including Tony Joe White, Bill Frisell, Ian 
McLagan and Jakob Dylan. With more room to stretch out and 
experiment over the course of two discs, Williams and her musicians 
took a more casual approach in the studio. 

“There was a lot of spontaneity. We were going for the feel and not 
worrying about being so tight,” she says. “And I’ve still got a handful of 
songs left, which is good because I’m not slowing down any time soon.” 

–Jeff Tamarkin

JESSIE J
The U.K. pop star kicks off her quest to conquer 
the U.S. with a Bang Bang
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