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NOTHING about Pat Benatar hinted at the firebrand lurking beneath her cream-colored blouse, except, perhaps, her hair. Dyed a crackling shade of red, it shot virtual sparks as Ms. Benatar signed autographs at a Barnes & Noble in Midtown Manhattan, a model in every other way of affably smiling decorum. 

Enlarge This Image



Fred R. Conrad/The New York Times

WHO KNEW? Erma Bombeck in spandex. 

Make no mistake, though. This 5-foot-2-inch mother of two from Los Angeles, is, she said later, “a scrapper, a sweet little dog who will bite you in the knee if necessary.” 

And, as she’ll tell you, it often was necessary. 

Ms. Benatar, 57, cultivated her take-no-prisoners approach to life and work by doing “boy things,” she recalled — playing ball, climbing trees and having earthworms squished on her calves by the neighborhood toughs in the blue-collar district of Lindenhurst, N.Y., where she grew up. 

Her tomboy adolescence equipped her for a career spent taking up arms against music industry executives, those “bean counters and suits,” she likes to say, who plagued her for years with demands to step up her schedule, never mind she was often worn to a nub. 

The bullying by her handlers at Chrysalis, her record label for 11 years, riled her — but it drove her, too. “It made me crazier and crazier every day,” she said. “It got so intense. But as it turns out, that was exactly what I needed.” 

It instilled in her the sexy ferocity that fueled her early performances, and is captured in “Between a Heart and a Rock Place” (HarperCollins), her new memoir — and indictment — of the music scene of the late ’70s and ’80s. Much of that fury will likely be unleashed in a series of concerts across the country this summer. It also is what spawned her look, a compelling hybrid of tomboy and tart that has become the stylistic template for legions of young women studying Ms. Benatar’s videos on YouTube. 

In the ’70s and ’80s, Ms. Benatar was a force, flaunting a raffishly improvised wardrobe of waist-cinched leotards and slick spandex tights. Assembled without a stylist’s ministrations, that look today is mainstream — American Apparel’s stock in trade. 

Last week, though, Ms. Benatar’s precision-tailored suit coat, tight striped pants and coyly ruffled blouse, accessorized with a Maori heart tattooed on her wrist, pointed to the warring facets of her personality, the rocker inside her who is butting heads with the sedate suburban mom. 

Why not? “Half of me is that — a kind of Erma Bombeck soccer mom,” she said, unabashed. “Women have to wear a lot of hats.” Her sharply feline contours have softened through the years, and there is little about her to suggest she was rocking audiences with her striped tees and tights well before Madonna worked her fearsome fishnets. 

Ms. Benatar wasn’t thinking of posterity when she stumbled onto the image that came to define and haunt her, by turns. For a 1977 show at the New York comedy club Catch a Rising Star, she carried a ray gun and wore short black boots and a sheer black top. 

“That night something changed,” she writes. “My stage persona was born.” 

Her look, she said last week, represented “my interpretations of what feminism was — it was freedom with no restrictions.” Her kohled eyes, peek-a-boo bangs, clingy tops and killer boots were never intended as a come-on, she insisted. “They were always just for me.” 

“It was a power thing,” she recalled. “I wanted to be Robert Plant in every way: the swagger, the open sexuality.” At the time, as she writes in her memoir, “the thought of having a female front person who could compete with male rockers, filling arenas, selling massive amounts of records, was unheard of.” 

Never one to be stuck in a groove, she subsequently tried to change her image. Not so fast, her bosses at Chrysalis told her. Her sultriness, in their view, was the essence of her success. 

That look “was a great idea when it was mine,” Ms. Benatar said the other day. “When they turned it into a marketing tool, I was just incensed.” 

Sweeping as it has been, her fashion influence has not been widely acknowledged. “You don’t see any drag queens dressing up as Pat Benatar,” said Elisabeth Dickson, 21, a fan who likes to affect Ms. Benatar’s dark-rimmed eyes, pale skin and red lips. 

But the rock star’s fashion legacy has not been lost on the fans, young or not so young, who queued at Barnes & Noble to have her scrawl inside their books. “Her look was quintessentially ’80s,” said Robert Rosenthal, a 45-ish social worker who had come to pay court. “It encapsulated an era.” 

A version of this article appeared in print on June 20, 2010, on page ST9 of the New York edition.

