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The Source is pleased to celebrate 25 trailblazing ladies making their mark 
on the world in their respective fields. Some you might know and some may not 
be on your radar yet, but all are making history.  words by Josie Zohny

Joan SmallS  
When Beyoncé thinks you’re hot, you don’t need any other validation. Still, we would be remiss if we didn’t put Joan 
Smalls on our list. Besides starring in the highly watchable “Yoncé” vignette from Beyoncé’s most recent visual 

album, Smalls has walked runways and appeared in campaigns for Gucci, Chanel, Roberto Cavalli, and more. Oh, she 
also graduated magna cum laude with a degree in psychology—a beautiful mind to match a beautiful face.
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FKa TwigS
Smoldering, ethereal, and unabashedly eccentric, UK artist FKA Twigs (née Tahliah Barnett) is unlike anything you’ve ever 
heard or seen. After releasing an EP via Bandcamp in late 2012, FKA Twigs’ groundbreaking music and videos have set 

the standard for cerebral electro-R&B. The standout track “Water Me” features production from Arca, who also contributed to 
Kanye West’s Yeezus album, and sonically captures the internal dissonance of a person in a relationship beyond repair.  

SKylar DigginS
WNBA player Skylar Diggins may initially capture attention because of her glamorous good looks, but her 
prowess on the court is what keeps people watching. While attending Notre Dame, Diggins became the all-

time scoring leader for the Fighting Irish and was chosen as the nation’s top point guard. In 2013, Diggins was 
drafted third by the Tulsa Shock and was signed to Jay Z’s Roc Nation Sports management firm. HOV-approved. 
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micKalene ThomaS
Known for her colorful, elaborate paintings that playfully capture and celebrate African-American femininity, 
sexuality, and power, Mickalene Thomas’ work has been described as blaxploitation on canvas. A graduate of 

the Pratt Institute and Yale University, Thomas’ work has been shown in the Studio Museum of Harlem, the Brooklyn 
Museum, The Renaissance Society in Chicago, and the Museum of Modern Art, to name only a few exhibitions. 
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nyJia JoneS 
Rather than calling herself a filmmaker, Washington, DC, native Nyjia Jones fashions herself a storyteller. After working on the 
Emmy-nominated Brick City and Emmy-winning Freedom Riders, Jones moved to the San Francisco area for a fellowship 

with the Center for Asian American Media and devoted herself to shedding light on the epidemic of generational incarceration. The 
result is Just Us—a documentary that follows the story of a mother who spent time in and out of jail but then went on to become 
a criminal justice advocate and activist, only to discover that her son has been arrested for a serious crime and will now enter the 
same justice system. Debuting in late February, the film will be shown nationwide later in 2014. Learn more at justthefilm.com.



lupiTa nyong’o
Kenyan actress and director 
Lupita Nyong’o made her 

American film debut in 12 Years A 
Slave, for which she received the 
SAG Award for Best Actress in a 
Supporting Role and the Academy 
Award for Best Supporting Actress. 
Yale educated, Nyong’o’s directed 
several documentaries, including In 
My Genes about Kenya’s treatment 
of Albino people. It goes without 
saying that she is stunning, but it is 
her grace, intelligence, and refusal to 
be limited to one track in life that sets 
Nyong’o apart from the crowd. 

Sugar VenDil 
Sugar Vendil is a pianist, 
fashionista, and founder of 

The Nouveau Classical Project, 
a hybrid ensemble and creative 
production hub. In March 2013, she 
was featured in a full-page article 
in The New York Times for “leading 
[an] unlikely intersection of music 
and new fashion.” The Cali-raised 
child of Filipino immigrants, Vendil is 
currently directing Potential Energies, 
an experimental ballet for musicians 
and dancers that will premiere at the 
Brooklyn Academy of Music Fishman 
Space in May 2014.

KiTTenS
In less than two years, LA-
based Lauren “KITTENS” 

Abedini went from makeup artist and 
marketing student to DJing for Kid 
Cudi and Usher. Inspired to take to 
the turntables as an artistic outlet 
after she stopped dancing, Abedini 
grew up attending jazz festivals and 
listening to Hip-Hop with her mother, 
whom she cites as her greatest 
influence. That soulful education 
continues to inform her work and the 
Persian-Portuguese-Irish beauty has 
a big (secret) project on the way with 
Mr. Raymond. Stay tuned. 
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JenniFer lawrence
As everybody’s best friend and/or girlfriend in his or her head, Jennifer Lawrence continues to be an industry darling. 
Her candid red-carpet moments are often the best parts of awards shows, whether lamenting her (imaginary) armpit 

fat or gushing over other celebrities. She is also the youngest person to be nominated for two Best Actress Oscars and the 
second-youngest Best Actress winner. In January, J-Law snagged a Golden Globe Award for her role in American Hustle.



SyDney leroux
Born in British Columbia to 
professional athletes, Leroux 

knew early on that soccer was 
her calling. At 14, she was the 
youngest person in the FIFA U-19 
Women’s World Cup. By 15, she left 
home to attend school in Arizona 
in preparation for joining the US 
women’s national soccer team. 
During the 2012 Olympics, Leroux 
was the youngest on her team, which 
won the gold medal against New 
Zealand. Leroux presently plays for 
the Seattle Reign FC as a striker and 
continues to crush the competition. 

chimamanDa
ngozi aDichie

Nigerian writer Chimamanda 
Ngozi Adichie’s critically 

acclaimed works Americanah and 
Half of a Yellow Sun have guaranteed 
her place as one of the most 
important writers of Anglo-African 
literature, but those unfamiliar with 
her work might recognize her from 
an interlude on Beyoncé’s feminist 
anthem “Flawless.” (We swear that 
all things do not come back to 
Beyoncé, although it might seem 
that way.)

SeVille 
michelle

If you pay attention to what’s 
adorning the ears of Nicki 

Minaj, Nicole Kidman, and Elle 
Varner, then you are familiar with 
the ingenuity of Seville Michelle. 
Her signature leather-covered 
doorknockers are equal parts street 
and sweet, telling the tale of a 
Queens childhood. Seville Michelle is 
also a stylist, photographer, creative 
consultant, and all-around cool kid 
who acts as a barometer for what is 
hot in the world of accessories. 

Jhene aiKo
Although she may seem like an 
overnight sensation, Jhene Aiko’s 

path to stardom began over a decade 
ago as a backup singer for the boy 
band B2K. That band didn’t last, but 
Aiko’s ambition did, and in 2013 she 
released the Sail Out EP on Def Jam. 
Aiko’s feathery vocals coupled with 
keep-it-real lyricism made for one of the 
most listenable projects of the year. After 
opening for Lauryn Hill and Nas, Aiko 
went on tour as the opener for Drake’s 
“Would You Like a Tour?” She’s also 
rumored to be dating the Champagne 
Papi, himself, and we do love a good 
power couple. 



SaSheer 
zamaTa

As the first African-American 
female cast member to grace 

the stage of Saturday Night Live since 
Maya Rudolph, Sasheer Zamata’s 
casting made headlines. The show’s 
lack of diversity became the subject of 
controversy after fellow SNL-er Kenan 
Thompson made comments about 
the show being unable to find funny 
Black women. A casting was held and 
Zamata was chosen, making her only 
the fifth Black woman to join the cast in 
the show’s 38-year history. 

Jehane 
nouJaim 

Egyptian-American Jehane 
Noujaim received an Academy 

Award nomination for her documentary 
The Square, which depicts the ongoing 
Egyptian revolution that originated in 
Cairo’s Tahrir Square. After winning 
several festival awards, it was released 
worldwide as a Netflix Original. 
Although some take issue with the 
political leanings of the film, there is no 
doubt that The Square is a thoughtfully 
constructed work that speaks to 
Noujaim’s exquisite directorial gifts.

JaneT mocK
Transgender rights advocate 
and author Janet Mock famously 

came out in a Marie Claire article in 
2011. Since then, the former People 
magazine staffer has become 
the creator of the #GirlsLikeUs 
movement, encouraging trans women 
to live visibly. She also advises on 
programming at the Hetrick-Martin 
Institute (known as a safe haven for 
LGBTQ teens in New York City). Her 
book Redefining Realness: My Path to 
Womanhood, Identity, Love & So Much 
More was published in February by 
Atria Books/Simon & Schuster. 

mariSSa mayer
Before taking the reigns at Yahoo!, Marissa Mayer already had a history 
of groundbreaking career moves. As Google’s 20th employee and their 

first female engineer, Mayer also worked as a designer, product manager, and 
executive. After being named president and CEO of Yahoo in 2012, Mayer 
revamped how the company operated—changing maternity-leave policies to allow 
new mothers more time with their children, converting remote offices to physical 
offices to increase productivity, and acquiring the blogging-monster Tumblr. 
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maribel 
VáSquez

Born and raised in 
the South Bronx, soon-to-be 

diplomat Maribel Vásquez is a 
first generation Dominican-
American. Her fieldwork 
abroad has included studying 
homelessness and substance 
abuse among children in Bolivia, 
press freedom in Uganda, racism 
in the Dominican Republic, and 
human trafficking in Denmark. This 
fall she will join the United States 
Foreign Service.

Simone 
weichSelbaum 

In a city where breaking news 
happens constantly, many 

reporters struggle to find their niche. 
New York Daily News reporter Simone 
Weichselbaum bridges the gap 
between the nitty gritty and human 
interest, reporting on everything 
from sex abuse in the Hasidic 
community to the absurd plastic 
surgery trends overtaking Dominican 
neighborhoods. (Full disclosure: 
Weichselbaum got her start over 
a decade ago as an intern at The 
Source and went on to report for The 
Washington Post, Philadelphia Daily 
News, People magazine, and the 
Associated Press before landing at 
her current gig.) 

cappolla King
A sad but true fact, you don’t 
find many women behind the 

boards. But Cappolla King (whose 
moniker comes from her Italian and 
Irish grandmothers’ surnames) is the 
exception to many rules. A former 
assistant engineer for Diddy and 
Jay Z, Cappolla King is releasing 
her first album, Triiippiilah, on her 
own ArtsMovesCollective label. Not 
limited by genres or gender, the MC/
producer/songwriter doesn’t tart it 
up, instead evoking shades of Missy 
Elliott, OutKast, and Gwen Stefani, 
and we like what we hear.

alexiS 
wilKinSon

For the first time in its 138-
year history, the president of 

the satirical Harvard Lampoon is an 
African-American woman. Twenty-
one-year-old economics major Alexis 
Wilkinson was elected to lead the 
organization, known to produce some 
of the funniest people in the world—
notable alumni have gone on to write 
for SNL, The Simpsons, and The 
Office. The Illinois native undoubtedly 
has a very bright (and hilarious) life 
ahead of her.  

thesource.com 063 thesource



rula Jebreal
Following her mother’s suicide, Palestinian journalist, novelist, and screenwriter Rula Jebreal was sent to an 
orphanage to live and receive her education. The whip-smart Jebreal eventually won a scholarship to study in Italy 

and became the first foreign anchorwoman in Italian history. Her life story was immortalized in the movie Miral (based on 
her novel of the same name), starring Freida Pinto, and she was awarded the UNICEF “Protection of Children” Award 
for the film. She is currently a foreign policy expert for Newsweek and a frequent contributor to MSNBC.

reShma 
SauJani

After finding out that while 74 
percent of middle-school girls 

express interest in science, technology, 
engineering, and math, only .3 
percent select computer science as 
a college major, Reshma Saujani was 
inspired to create Girls Who Code. 
In 2010, Saujani also became the 
first South Asian woman to run for 
Congress. Girls Who Code currently 
works with educators, engineers, and 
entrepreneurs to bring their programs 
to five cities nationwide. 

iSSa rae
The creator of the much-
loved YouTube series The 

Misadventures of Awkward Black Girl, 
Issa Rae was already a star to us, but 
now that HBO is creating a show with 
her, everyone else will get the memo, 
too. Did we mention that Rae is also 
working on a comedy for Shonda 
Rhimes (I Hate L.A. Dudes)? 
Enough said.

Karen ciVil
From Funkmaster Flex intern to 
A&R coordinator to a multimedia 

monster unto herself, Karen Civil’s 
brand only continues to grow. Recently 
named the social media manager for 
Beats by Dre, Civil is proof positive 
that the road to success is often 
paved on your own. Her karencivil.
com website (started after a brief, 
unfulfilling stint on Wall Street) gives 
fans an opportunity to get to know 
their favorites stars and artists an 
opportunity to engage their audience 
in a direct way, without feeling like an 
orchestrated press opportunity.
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