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When music critics across the country started to compile their lists of 
the top albums of the year in mid-2010, their choices weren’t neces-
sarily surprising. Joanna Newsom, the Roots, LCD Soundsystem—most 
were musicians that had already seen some time in the sun. That is, 
until they got to—and they inevitably did—Janelle Monáe.
 Some claim the 25-year-old singer—whose hit single “Tightrope” makes 
a case for the resurgence of funk—is the 21st-century incarnation of James 
Brown. But where did this 5-foot-tall, tuxedo-wearing and bouffant-
sporting force of nature come from? And, what took her so long?
 With one studio album (and one Grammy-nominated EP), Monáe has 
injected the pop and hip-hop worlds with some much-needed imagina-
tion. Not the type of imagination, mind you, that relies on the manu-
factured shock value or pandering sex appeal so many current young 
female performers turn to in an attempt to seize the spotlight. Instead, 
Monáe’s style is funk and sci-fi and cinematic rock ‘n’ roll all at once, 
and her first full-length album, The ArchAndroid (Suites II and III) 
(Wondaland/Bad Boy/Atlantic), raises the bar for modern music.
 Much like Lauryn Hill once did, Monáe has captivated the industry 
with a kind of prophetic soulfulness, displayed in her album’s pointed 
message of unity and acceptance. This level of depth and finesse has 
been so sorely lacking in mainstream music you would swear it was a 
formula Monáe had on lease. 
 Turns out, it’s authentic. Unlike the Lady Gagas and Miley Cyruses 
of the world, Monáe did not grow up with the kind of connections or 
wealth that could easily facilitate her commercial success. Born Janelle 
Monáe Robinson, the Kansas City, Kansas native comes from a strug-

gling, blue-collar family who used the young singer’s winnings from 
local talent shows to help pay the bills.
 Life at home was tough for Monáe. Growing up, she was exposed to 
heavy drug use, and her family members were the victims of repeated 
theft. So, to stay focused, she turned to performing. “I liked being on the 
stage. It was my outlet, my way of getting away from home,” she says. 
 Although addiction challenged the family, Monáe says her parents 
encouraged her artistic endeavors and supported her move to New York 
City as a teenager, where she began classes at the American Musical 
and Dramatic Academy.
 “[My parents] never second guessed what it was that I was meant to 
do,” Monáe says, fondly remembering the times when her mother would 
drive her to singing competitions in their little blue Dodge. “I knew what 
I wanted to do from a very early age, and they supported me.”
 Those strong family ties have stuck with Monáe, so much that 
they’ve become a core part of her image. The androgynous tuxedo 
look that she rocks so well—one that’s drawn everything from lesbian 
comparisons to the fawning of Vogue—is meant to pay homage to her 
janitor mother, garbageman father, and postal worker stepfather. A sort 
of glorified uniform, she says.

WoRkinG cLass to outkast
Monáe herself is no stranger to drab employee dress codes. In 2004, she 
had made a new home in Atlanta and was working as a cashier at Office 
Depot while moonlighting as a musician.
 “When I first moved to Atlanta, I released The Audition, which was an 

JaneLLe monáe ReLates to RoBots, won’t be caught in public without a pompadour, 
anD has P. DiDDy anD PRince sinGinG heR PRaises. one of the most talented musicians 

of the year—maybe even the decade—is clearly from another dimension. 
By GeneVieVe DiesinG
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