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Dear Ms. Franklin, *

My name is Sydney Pollack and I am a film director. I'm also a huge
fan of yours. A long time ago, I was asked by Warner Bros. if I
would “help them out” and organize a way to film you and the
James Cleveland choir during your recording of AMAZING GRACE. 1
had had no experience in documentaries, but I was excited to be
able to watch you record and to try and film it. I came with five or
six cameramen and we shot lots of footage those two incredible
nights that you were recording.

[’ve often wondered about that footage over the years and so some
months ago I called the studio to find out about it and to suggest
that we try to put some of it together and see what’s there. To that
end, I have had a young man trying to synch up the tracks which is
an enormous job since all five cameras were shooting at random.

There is wonderful footage of you, the choir, your father, and the
audience. Some of it during the songs themselves, and some of it
between the songs.
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amazing grace:
a celebration!

featuring selections from:

“*amazing grace”
- a sydney pollack film
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music: —
Reverend Alexander Hamilton, musical director show written by:
Alonzo Atkins. choir director Anthony Heilbut
The Southern California Community Choir Bishop Carlton Pcarson
Bernard Purdie
Poncho Morales photography by:
Chuck Rainey Barry Feinstein

fred Nlelson Sydney Pollack



live event

To celebrate “Amazing Grace’ - a Sydney Pollack fFilm. we gather together many of the
original participants for the making of the film- including:
- members of the original Southern California Community Choir
- members of the original band including
- musical director Alexander Hamilton
- choir director Alonzo Atkins
- drummer Bernard Purdic
- bassist Chuck Rainey

The event will be presided over by Bishop Carlton Pearson (see bio).

We will feature special guests to perform with the legendary band and choir.



overview/background

In 1972 Aretha Franklin returned to her Gospel roots with the triumphant double album
“*Amazing Grace* which sold over 2 million copiers in the United States alone. and is the best
selling album of her entire 50 year career. and the best selling Gospel album in history.

“*Amazing Grace*™ captures Arctha at her vocal peak. Recorded live at the New Temple
Missionary Baptist Church in los Angeles. and joined by legendary gospel figure Rev. Jamers
Cleveland and the Southern California Community Choir.

Arctha isr supported by an all-star backup band of R&B/Pop musicians assembled by iconic
music producer Jerry Wexler. Her versions of "How | Got Over” and "You've Got a Friend" are
iconic.

The live concert recording wars originally conceived as a joint album/film project between
Warner Brothers Pictures and Atlantic Records (Aretha Franklin’s record label).

Warner Brother Picturers hired director Sydney Pollack to direct a four camera shoot of the
concert. Due to technical issues, the footage wars never edited and remained in the Warner
Bros. vaults for 10 years.



Alan Elliott rediscovered the film and began work Sydney Pollack shortly before Mr. Pollack
contracted pancreatic cancer.

At Mr. Pollack’s request. Warner transferred ownership of the film to Alan Elliott.

Deluxe laboratories provided audio and video transferin 2011. In 2012 & 2013, editing
commenced with Jeff Buchanan (editor for Spike Jonze and Michel Gondry).

Sydncy Pollack ranks as one of the greatest American filmmakers. His credits include films
that have garnered countless Academy Awards and nominations. Shortly after filming
*“*Amazing Grace* he began work on the **The Way We Were* which was nominated for seven
Academy Awards. winning three. Pollack has directed a serics of commercially and critically
acclaimed films including “*Three Days Of The Condor* “*Toolsie™. and “*Out OFf Africa.” His
2005 **Sketchers of Frank Gehry* which explored the life and work of the great architect was
his final directorial effort and first completed documentary. ““Amazing Grace* finished
posthumoursly. would be his last.

This documentary film represents both a celebration and a memoriam of Sydney Pollack and
Jerry Wexler's dynamic collaboration of this historical event, Aretha Franklin’s live concert
recording of “Amazing Grace."



Arctha Franklin came to prominence in the late 19060s with a serics of Soul /| R&B
hits including "Respect.” "l Never loved a Man."” "Chain of Fools.” "Baby I love
You." "l Say a little Prayer.” "Think." "The House That Jack Built." among others
- that carned her the title The Queen of Soul.

Ms. Franklin’s body of work ir a foundation of American Popular music. and her
cumvulative awards and achiecvements are unparallieled by any other female
performer.

- first woman inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame

- fitst Grammy for Best R&B Female Vocalist in 1967 with “*Respect’™ and in the
intervening 10 years has collected 18 more.

- Kennedy Center Award for her contribution to American Culture
- awarded both the Presidential Medal of Freedom

- Presidential Medal of the Arts

- the only featured vocalist at the 2009 presidential inauguration of Barack
Obama.
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bishop carlton pearson

The ministry and message of Carlton Pearson is a commitment to
reconciling our differences, celebrating our diversity, and
acknowledging our oneness in the world and in worship.

Pearson teaches that we don't have to go along to get along, that we
can mind many of the same things without necessarily having the
same mind about everything.

His work towards racial reconciliation, bridging the gap between
ethnic groups, nations and denominations, has given him audience
with kings, presidents, other government officials and people of
influence, both in America and abroad.

Believing that a silent church is a saltless church, Pearson's frank and
often controversial take on a number of different subjects has earned
him recognition as one of America’'s 10 Most Influential Black
Ministers by Gospel Today and Belief.net.

Bishop Pearson, at the invitation to serve as the Interim Senior
Minister at Christ Universal Temple in Chicago, moved his family and
ministry headquarters from Tulsa, Oklahoma to Chicago where he has
built a local multi-cultural and radically Inclusive spiritual community
that emphasizes radical inclusion, expanded consciousness and Self-
Actualization (the development of the personal Self and Soul).

His newest book, God Is Not A Christian, Nor A Jew, Muslim, Hindu...
God Dwells With Us, In Us, Around Us, As Us, was published by Simon
and Schuster and released in the spring of 2010. He is presently
working on his next book titled "You're Not In Trouble, You're In
Transition: Making, Managing and Mastering Change.”
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burst from |-|:‘.n'|'|n-' to a musical
.]l;!lll. .*ln "‘« an 1O ac Ot vy lll:ll
1 well, She \\.l\ﬂllt‘:\l\'!(«’l\(\lll\ shy
ankd withdrawn, and women such as
Marion A\ ¢ l”H‘lu\ .|||\| Frances ‘h'.hl-
man of the Ward Singers tried to ill
the void left by her mother, who had
wandoned the family during Aretha's
chikihood and died in 1952,

Aretha made her first recording
'.\lu’lu ‘Il" was lourteen, ;*‘lhlllxl.n-' i
New Bethel Baptist with an adoles-
cent’s timbre and a grandmother’s au
ll'.‘T.Y‘.. ”« sSOony l It \,lll e, “.\c‘\«'l
Orow Okl”™ was a singularly apt pro-
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ing is unuswally direct, with very little
ol [I“' “li'!l\"ll-' \‘-\ll" L |‘|“‘.'Il J\I:l"‘
called the “flowers and frills™) thar
would later grace most of her work.

| he rex w'f\l was a success with IIH‘
gospel audience, as was her next one,
“Precious Lord.” With two hits to her
name, she 4|wll)l'\‘ her tather’s troupe
on the gospel highway. By now she
l':'..l \l:t"l‘:‘l \i ol 1‘! bl l:l\'l ||'..l sinven
birth to the tirst of her four sons
(She has never publicly identified the
tather.) Again, she struck the older
women on the circuit as bashiul and
|‘.\'k\\.|f|]. I‘:l'f rJl"[]-’ was ”1\{."}"”
|]'ll'. but she seemed to lack the ego
I'l‘('xl' ‘! 1O -n.;':h \\lll’l SINQeTs ‘n\l’l\'
believed that "it somebody don't
shout, you ain't done nothing.™ Of-
en II'.«‘ \])z'-\l. was ~Iul.‘n | VA | SO~
loist Miss Sammie Bryant, a dwarl
with Goliath’s voice and confidence
Aretha later admitted that she suf-
fered trom stage fright: forced to con-
tend with such titans, what young
ster would not? But that didn't
prevent her from studying them, and
ithough her glance was characteris
tically aslant, she didn't miss a thing

Over the next four years, her style
evolved as she encountered ocher art-
ists, particularly Cleveland, the direc
tor of New Bethel’s choir. He intro
duced her to what Aretha would larer
call his “deep, deep sound,” allowing
her a vocal and harmonic freedom be
vond the ken of her initial idol Clara
\\.1'\!. .\'t'll‘.l“ .|~u'lx| INCe came at
the end ot gospel’s best periad; the so
loists, quartets, and small groups all
I'-.'\j.:n to be Upstage \l l‘\ choir \Il!-.'x-
tors, with Cleveland leading the pack.

Just as Aretha quit the field, it
changed utterly. Ironically, by recreat-
ny wtvsp'l as it was betore she left ",
she ‘.\.'(llnl b come ll'.r l:l\l tll.\h\ll:m
of the very music she had
‘('\'“l(‘\l o |I"|l)\l‘ AN

n 1960, Aretha signed with Co-
lumbia Records. By now her style was
sel: l‘{'. antine note l't'l'.\lll‘n‘. ]‘nlxl
contrast in dynamics from brooding
-.'nlll;'l 1ints to ecstatic shrieks, a med-
ianve appro wch that obliged her to
sing behind the beat, spontaneous
asides, pauses within a syllable, and a
lyrical use of aspiration until breath
itsell could be musically notaed. All
that was echt "‘I"'i' kS Was a percep
tion of everything Ii-'II'\‘-"-I‘(‘l 15 1N
discriminately Other. Each itempt
'~-xxn’-!.| Der Into a more \'I'X'.\('Zlf'..‘:l.ll
singer gave way to the inevitability of
NET X --|'«'[ emper.

o some \]l'\'l:‘n'. ]ll‘l ;-Hl: h ul been
prepared by two men, Ray Charles and
sam Cooke. But there was a differ-
ence tf}nllvw wWas an }'\\}' 4||).i 14
musician whos .le.ll'l.l“t':l ol \\v-p:l
devices was both derivative and expe
\]lrl". Cooke got his start in l]::‘ wor \l
ot |'r-'~;-r1. joining the Soul Stirrers as
a teenager. Once he crossed over to
pop, however, his early hits studiously
.L-\\ng-l wved pospel tervor to the point
‘-\'lllll }’lc Te :--‘ll«}'l:\l 1 '~Il\‘}‘||1‘. more
animated Nat King Cole.

Aretha, then, was really the first
--'n*~;u'| star to switch fields without
switching styles, According to myth,
Columbia tried to remake her into a
black Barbra Streisand, playing on her
ffection for Broadway plazaz. hat
probably explains the inclusion of a
kittenish duet with Paul Owens, “Love
Is the Only Thing," at her very first
session, along with Judy Garland’s
“Over the Rainbow.” But Aretha also
insisted on recording “loday | Sing the
Blues” which remains one of the most
profound performances of her career.

| hough she is already in her best
VOIOC, *}ll't]l llf'A'Llfl‘l‘. Lu’t‘[" }h'l Virtu-
osity in check. The song’s first line,
“Without a word of wamning,” conveys
N urgency ]'-vhlﬁ!li’tj on [error. he
next line, “The blues walked in this
moming, introduced America to the
subtleties of her style: the word “blues”
is soft, minimally slurred, and sus-

tained. Crucial phrases such as “my

lonely room” and “sad and lonely feel-
ing” are sung with a quiet intimacy.
But when she distinguishes between a
\\'l'.ll‘ past .u:.l a ll,ll.\]l present, >ln'
colars the second syllable of the word
“today” with vibrato, italicizing it and
making audible the progress from oy
to melancholy.

.ll'l\ \Iu‘ Inaugurated h('! major-
llll‘t'l careey \\lll‘. a precise .El.\lll‘.t'»
tion between love songs Ill\‘\?lt-ll\.
unwitting, kid stuff—and the blues
Ot course she coukd sing the lighter
fare, as “*Rainbow” demonstrated
But by athrming the blues over love
songs as the more serious vehicle,
she ac ull[‘ll--l'r\{ an amazng sleight
o llil}lxl. t:ll‘.( s I'x\ ame \L ep ‘fn way
“-"~[‘t'| was deep .Hl-] '~]ll' l‘-'lllxl

moan her heart out in

r ‘ l'll:l\.|lhl‘.'l">l"\:4

here is more of the pure ¢ hurch
singer in Aretha'’s records tor Colum-
bia than in anything that would fol
l“\", J"-]'lh' .l"l\ \\'n'\|rx'~ famous
comment that he had struck t'|-|\| | Y
returning her to church. If :unlllm\"
her records of pop :.f.msl‘\r.‘.p, even
more than her blues, are satur ited
with all she had learned by studying
the glants of LOSPe Is golden age, She
remained their daughter, never more
true than when she echoed their
YOICeSs 1IN work tl](".‘ \\\*lllt{ never
have dared to sing.

Here is the amazing paradox of
.\.I-'lln s early « arcer. I \ ‘q'l‘l‘. ng her
ncestors sensibility to the Great
American Songbook, she virtually
colonized American music for the
mr-|-r] style. The union of white
composers, all of them deeply influ-
enced by African-American music,
with the most brilliant black singer
of her generation was a watershed
event in the history of popular cul-
ture. | hese ballads let her assume
ditferent personae, engage different
tones. From the stark dialectic of the
20 '~["-'l h‘.'lnnw{lslr-, she advanced to
the more nuanced world of the great
pop lyricists, Their songs allowed her
to be witty, whimsical, and wisttul, a
\"r| \tl)«-!'llv}l‘ SPeK ulate abour \]«' |l||
but also dream of life and love.

With age, the extremely youthful
mezzo-soprano would deepen and in-
t".lf.ll'l\ COAarscn. |\‘nl mn I\ ~.'.|t]\
Sixties, the voice was preternaturally



he led the congregational hymns or
burst from preaching to a musical
chant. She began to accompany him
as well. She was often perceived as shy
and withdrawn, and women such as
Marion Williams and Frances Stead-
man of the Ward Singers tried to fill
the void left by her mother, who had
abandoned the family during Aretha's
chilkdhood and died in 1952

Aretha made her first recording
when she was fourteen, performing at
New Bethel Baptist with an adoles-
cent’s timbre and a grandmother’s au-
thority. The song she chose, “Never
Grow Old,” was a singularly apt pro-
logue to a five~decade career. On the
scrarchy live recording, Aretha’s phras-
ing is unusually direct, with very little
of the melisma {what church ladies
called the “flowers and frills”) that
would later grace most of her work.

The record was a success with the
gospel audience, as was her next one,
“Precious Lord.” With two hits to her
name, she joined her father’s
on the gospel highway. By now st:
had dropped out of school and given
birth to the first of her four sons.
(She has never publicly identified the
father.) Again, she struck the older
women on the circuit as bashful and
awkward. Her talent was indisput-
able, but she seemed to lack the ego
needed to compete with singers who
believed that *if somebody don't
shout, you ain't done nothing” Of-
ten the show was stolen by C.L.s so-
loist Miss Sammie Bryant, a dwarf
with Goliath'’s voice and confidence.
Aretha later admitted that she suf-
fered from stage fright: forced to con-
tend with such titans, what young-
ster would not? But that didn't
prevent her from studying them, and
although her glance was characteris-
tically aslant, she didn't miss a thing.

Over the next four years, her style
evolved as she encountered other art-
ists, particularly Cleveland, the direc-
tor of New Bethel’s choir. He intro-
duced her to what Aretha woukd lacer
call his “deep, deep sound,” allowing
her a vocal and harmonic freedom be-
yond the ken of her initial idol Clara
Ward. Aretha’s ascendance came at
the end of gospel’s best period; the so-
loists, quartets, and small groups all
began to be upstaged by choir direc-
tors, with Cleveland leading the pack.

Just as Aretha quit the field, it
changed utterly. [ronically, by recreat-
ing gospel as it was before she left it,
she would become the last custodian

of the very music she had
I seemed to abandon.

n 1960, Aretha signed with Co-
lumbia Records. By now her style was
set: Byzantine note-bending, bold
contrast in dynamics from brooding
complaints to ecstatic shricks, a med-
itative approach that obliged her to
sing behind the beat, spontaneous
asiles, pauses within a syllable, and a
lyrical use of aspiration until breath
itself could be musically notated. All
that was echt gospel, as was a percep-
tion of everything non-gospel as in-
discriminately Other. Each attempt
to mokl her into a more conventional
singer gave way to the inevitability of
her mspcl temper.

To some degree, her path had been
prepared by two men, Ray Charles and
Sam Cooke. But there was a differ-
ence. Charles was an R&B and jazz
musician whose adaptation of gospel
devices was both derivative and expe-
dient. Cooke got his start in the work
of gospel, joining the Soul Stirrers as
a teenager. Once he crossed over to
pop, however, his early hits studiously
downplayed gospel fervor to the point
where he resembled a slightly more
animated Nat King Cole.

Aretha, then, was really the first
gospel star to switch fields without
switching styles. According to myth,
Columbia tried to remake her into a
black Barbra Streisanx, playing on her
affection for Broadway pizazz. That
probably explains the inclusion of a
kittenish duet with Paul Owens, “Love
Is the Only Thing," at her very first
session, along with Judy Garland’s
“Over the Rainbow." But Aretha also
insisted on recording “Today | Sing the
Blues” which remains one of the most
profound performances of her career.

Though she is already in her best
voice, she deliberately keeps her virtu-
osity in check. The song’s first line,
“Without a word of warning,” conveys
an urgency bordering on terror. The
next line, “The blues walked in this
moming,” introduced America to the
subtleties of her style: the word “blues”
is soft, minimally slurred, and sus-
tained. Crucial phrases such as “my

lonely room” and “sad and lonely feel-
ing” are sung with a quiet intimacy.
But when she distinguishes between a
gentle past and a harsh present, she
colors the second syllable of the word
“today” with vibrato, italicizing it and
making audible the progress from joy
to melancholy.

Thus she inaugurated her major-
label career with a precise distine-
tion between love songs—frivolous,
unwitting, kid stuff—and the blues.
Of course she could sing the lighter
fare, as “Rainbow” demonstrated.
But by affirming the blues over love
songs as the more serious vehicle,
she accomplished an amazing sleight
of hand. Blues became deep the way
gospel was deep—and she could

moan her heart out in

T blues and gospel.
_ here is more of the pure church

singer in Aretha’s records for Colum-
bia than in anything that would fol-
low, despite Jerry Wexler’s famous
comment that he had struck gold by
returning her to church., If anything,
her records of pop standards, even
more than her blues, are saturated
with all she had learned by studying
the giants of gospel’s golden age. She
remained their daughter, never more
true than when she echoed their
voices in work they would never
have dared to sing.

Here is the amazing paradox of
Aretha's early carcer: by applying her
ancestors’ sensibility to the Great
American Songbook, she virtually
colonized American music for the
gospel style. The union of white
composers, all of them deeply influ-
enced by African-American music,
with the most brilliant black singer
of her generation was a watershed
event in the history of popular cul-
ture. These ballads let her assume
different personae, engage different
tones. From the stark dialectic of the
gospel hymnaodists, she advanced to
the more nuanced world of the great
pop lyricists, Their songs allowed her
to be witty, whimsical, and wistful, a
girl who might speculate about death
but also dream of life and love.

With age, the extremely youthful
mezzo-soprano would deepen and in-
evitably coarsen. But in the early
Sixties, the voice was preternaturally




ing for James Cleveland since he was
y teenager. Although Aretha had ar
ranged this Nina Simon¢ ballad 1o
reses : e a ]".Hll". I Was most |:L Iy
Preston’s church chords that led her to
holler “Thank You, Jesus!” and give
gospel identity to the proud young
blacks with their “souls intact.”

\l:- | uHuw: It llr.:n‘: slar, 111\1.-.

ntested houre, Was she the woman
"'.lxr |1.u‘: never .\T'\"\I 1 man ‘.\1']‘.
greater self-abnecati 1, OF was <he the
wary protector of her money—and the
respect it deserved! T here were rumors
that her tirst husband, Ted White,
whom she married in 1961, had mis

treated her. Yet he was the co-writer
of her most -;'m?uf assernion of au
tonomy, *“Think,” not to mention the

[;’z: CIVIOUS .':}'-'l '.'.156\1\ L Joctor l:n ¢ ‘.

T SLormy marnagoe ]I.nlrxml
her, she was also diseusted by intrusive
reporters and estranged friends who
[‘:-\luh d that she was doomed 1o be
another Billie Holiday. Aretha was
l):n['}'\ to be a star but refused to be an
icon. Perhaps that is why she also re
mained aloot }‘t'lll.t,ll".. When she
wppeared at civil rights rallies, it was
only to sing "Precious Lord™—she left
the preaching to Dr. King and her fa
!]h!.

A series of l%:Hn' WOeS, ‘uxlh‘nl wly
the end of her marriage to White, led
Mahalia Jackson to prophesy Aretha's
recurn to church. As it happened, two
Wee L.\}'-.f- e .\l.'.'ll.lll-l'.\ \lv ;l]‘. in 1")-:-.'.
that's where Aretha found herself,
singing to an audience that incduded
her tather and Clara Ward. (The per-
formance was later 1ssued as Amazing
Grace, which remains the best-selling
ilbum of Aretha'’s career.) Atrer romp-
ing through "How | Got Over” and
Inez Andrews’s arrangement of “Mary,
Don't You Weep,” she turned to el
mental hymns like “Amazing Grace,"
gukled again by lames Cleveland.

Here was absolute proot that the best
gospel musicians are uniquely attuned
to the singers they accompany. Cleve-
land’s chords were as allusive asa C. L.
Franklin sermon, each harmonic tum
the equivalent of her daddy’s aries. And
‘.\}1: never \l 1w ol t.ill\'}!l up m ll'.n' spa
it, Cleveland also knew wha \|\-L.« n
interjection woukd fan the flame. At the
end of “Never Grow Oldl,” he expounds
on the message of eternal youth. Aretha
returns anxd testifics “'m so glad 've oot

religion, my soul is sarished.” The South
ern California Community Choir
echoes her resteration of “soul” Their
massive vocalization, delivered just as
- ~:1i MUSIC WaAS af its Pogee, was IL.IT).E

of musical wink. You wani

ul? We've got Soud

18 l mid-Seventies
rave-up “Mr. D.]." and the ballad “I'm
ng Enough to Love You
¢ qualicy of her output
declined Part of the pre | lem was
technical. Well into her early thi
Aretha n"\[‘l-'l'ad 1 rangd 'l'.,ll

red trom a low moan to a bright
high D, covering a good four octaves.
Bur as time -im’ng'll.n';\i her Lop
notes, and soul music became ]\uv-r"
her career ground to a halt.

She cur some disco recordings, bur
while disco’s alliance of divas and gay
men replicated the emotional world of
the gospel church, Aretha was unable
to remake herselt commercially, and
she was superseded by other, less gifted
singers. She remained too much the
descernxdant of old-school “prayer war
.:u'~"l-'.|1:::]'{‘. 15 a CoNvINCINE Gandce

club queen. Her dress size alone made

her the anti-Diana, and she ended the

P e
e playing a waitress in The Blues
:

blowing away the other per-
formers in what must nevertheless
have bee n an -lul arrassing “ 1Lt
McDaniel moment tor someone with
her love of glamour
But as the producer and impresario
Johin Hammond once said, gospel sing
we nine lives, :.‘I.Tful by thei
!“'.‘. oaven (ll mMoOst VOX |”‘| \i ”:l-i"‘.'\i
can revisit the old landmark. In 1980,
Aretha signed with Arista Records.
Her sones were ¢ !I\lu'-\ inane items like
Jump to It,” “Freeway of Love,” and
\\kx ,"‘ "!l::!.‘ W 1'1\‘,‘."‘. .H'.\i ll'x-"-
m h!" l‘:l[ M| I‘- 'l":‘i‘H SIAr once again.
She performed a duet with Annie Len-
nox of the Eurythmics on the 1985
feminist anthem “Sisters Are Doin’ It

for Themselves,” but the sentiment

seelle ' ull‘ll""' NUOLUS: .\‘!l! l'.:'nl never
talked about doing it withowt a man.
Surprisingly, the most soulful vocal she
had delivered in years was on “| Knew
You Were Waning (for Me),” an equal
ly unlikely duet with George Michael.

And where was the church? During

those years, James Cleveland remained

the kine of OSPH I the lul‘.r:ni-'r,r}'.
.\||"_17'. \,|‘4:\|' ol l-»‘., '!u.:--h‘-] a !t.x’
singer, Joe Ligon, who sounded just
like Reverend Franklin. Mahalia was
cone, Clara Ward died in 197 3 atl the

age of forry-eiwhr. But

\reél i 1% OTeal-

est loss occurred in 1979, when Rever

enxd Franklin was shot in the course of
a burglary, and entered a five-year
coma from which he never awoke. His
funeral was the largest in Detroir his
tory. Over the next tew vears, Aretha
Iw~l l*.-: hnll" I \‘l 15 Wi i 15 ||-.'t
sister and musical alter ego Carolyn.
Many of her gay colleagues and fans
would eventually succumb o AIDS,
including, in 1991, James Cleveland
:ll 1987 ‘i.\ recs 'fxl< \l a S« \‘\'f‘y\l 208~

i'.l I_l'lllll, TN ",-4'.‘..’ T
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Baptism, for which she sang duets
with Joe Ligon and called on Jesse
Jackson for an inspirational sermon.
But as she made her commercial anxd
gospel moves, a new crop of contem-
porary sangers l:;:.! l.xkx':l ]'.z-: .'.n:.ixrnl
mannerisms to new heights of taste-
ll"'l‘.t'ﬁ“. \'\”]l:( I l: Ve x]l.l'f‘-.'u.l ”'-.'lt'
Detroit disease™ and “the gospel gar
gle" came to permeate the pop world.
[t's the basis of the ululating Ameri
can ldol style. Critics have argued
that Aretha's vocal gymnastics had
nothing to do with this new excess,
bur thar’s exactly where it came from.
Not for the first time in popular art
ll ui very \-.-u.l :-:.‘ml'u] INLO very | lLl.
Young women attended ro Aretha's
every inflection. And for vears, the
‘."“ { I'.' ires were ll'-l i'. l]l'l | £4 \‘]'nll'\
by Whitney and Mariah and their
melismatic ilk—rithng on her runs as
~lu' ]L:\l once '.ll\'.lllr.‘\l ]le
her idols

A s she headed into her nicies,
Aretha could seem both withdrawn
andd bursting with plans and resolu
tions. Some were intellecrual, be
speaking her love of high culwure,
Others were entrepreneurial. At one
point she announced that she woukl
start a new label wo produce records
by other artists, includine her sister
Erma and her son Kecall. (Another
singer she has mentioned wanting to
produce is Wayne Newton—a less
risible idea than it may sound, given
Newton's history as a former chikl
star with a freakishly high voice anxd
a love of glitz)



In the summer of 1994, Aretha gave
a concert at the White House, an event
she apparently regarded as her career’s
high point. Coming on like an Ella
Fitzgerald \‘..unn.:l‘c. she advanced o
the maundlin, the hoary, and the trifling:
“Okl Man River,” “Drink to Me Only
with Thine Eyes,” and “Freeway of
Love." Except that the show tune be-
came a gospel tribute, replete with gor-
geous intervals the English ballad be-
came the Ward Singers hymn, *1 Hear
the Voice of Jeass,” which has the same
melody; anxd the Top 40 hinger-popper
became a rousing, churchy anthem.

Several black politicians were in the
audience that day, among them Jesse
Jackson, scated a few teet away from
President Clinton. A couple of years
earlier, the rift between the two men
had been symbolized by another singer,
Sister Souljah, whose provocative com-
ments in the wake of the 1992 Los
Angeles riots had led to a very public
denunciation by Clinton during his
campaign. But Lady Soul had broughut
them both to her altar (or, as the hymn
says, humbly to their feet). During
“Freeway of Love,” Reverend Jackson
clapped rather awkwardly, each burst
accompanied by a lictle jump from his
seat. And during the bridge of “Old
Man River,” while Aretha sang about
landling in jail, the president nodded in
turious assent, as if persuaded by a sen-
timent he had never heard betore. He
looked like any white blues lover, trying
to get with the program. Just what were
these listeners embracing as gospel
truth? kt was a rich spectacle seeing two
consummate showmen vield to a more
talented performer, a delicious parody
ol lln‘ llllll!ll(.\::n xr>}u.\-n><'~ sllt' :'I:l\l
elicited over the decades.

Four years later, she astonished the
Grammy Awards by replacing an ill
Luciano Pavarotti less than an hour
betore showtime and singing “Nessun
Dorma." The response was ecstatic
(“She can sing anything!™), except
among those who detected a musical
version of the FJH;‘«‘IM'\ New Clothes.
She missed the final high note, which
would have been a piece of cake during
her youth. Instead she vm;-lu'.ul an okl
cfx‘n.\;'cl lru'k. Tnl:i‘l\ll‘.!f on or more ac-
curately intimating the note, and then
descending to a bluesy melisma so
complicated that you forgot about what
you should have heard. Fans didn't

know the difference, and the aria re-
mains in her repertory. Afterward, she
told the Times that she'd like to study
piano at Juilliard, an ambition C. L

l‘l .xl\l\lll‘l \\\,'.l'.\l ll.l\'l‘ .|]‘l‘|.lllil'\l.
.\(\'.ill\\llllm', .'\u'llm-\\ H\‘]u'h SOS-
\I[‘('\l about her romantic travails (her
seconx] marriage, to the actor Glynn
[urman, ended in divorce) and her
hnancial indiscretions. News reports
(.',u.‘l;('\i l'n I ',Vlulll\'.ah' .\l‘t'l)\hl‘.\' l\;ll ILS.
In 1996, she was rumored to have trav-
«“l(‘~| from D-'lrnll to Toronto to see
Diahann Carroll in a production of
Sunset Bowdevard. Arriving in Toronto
during a cold spell, she purchased a
mink coat and two tickets for the
show, one seat for herself

and one for the coat.

lg\ the late Nineties, she had
come 1o OCCupy a unique position
In pop music. I'he .\|‘n!ll-'li-‘ had
dimmed for most of her contempo-
TAres, ln.l many of them were now
dependent on infomercials and Las
Vegas. But she sull inspired much
younger producers, such as Narada
Michael Walden, Kenneth “Baby-
face” Edmonds, and Sean “Diddy”
Combs, Very seldom has a black
artist so identified with one style al-
lied herselt with so many others.
{Imagine Louis Armstrong jam
ming with Cecil Taylor.) Since the
disco era, of course, she has often
-L't‘luu] either a chameleon or a
l‘.:i;‘l\'.-.\ l“.:(;n‘.\!cl at the mercy ol
her producers’ whims. Yet her col-
laborators wouldn't all try so hard if
it were not tacitly agreed that she
was the last of the areat ones.

She became a px-l\'w\rl\ defianmt
presence onstase, .hnnu lhr‘ ]‘nl'lzc Lo
weept a senies of performing selves, to
watch her exchange bodies nearly as
often as she does gowns. She started
cowning like the Ward Singers of her
vouth. One of her tavored [‘ln'.'.\ was [o
shake her head until her wig flew off,
a sign that she was beyond happy. Of
course, the hair revealed was itself
thick and lustrous, worthy of a queen.

In 2008, she released a collection of
Christmas carols, three of which she
produced herself. Of course she gospel-
ized them all. Appearing on The View
where her very grand muumuu startled
the natives, she performed “Hark, the
Herakd Angels Sing,” and embellished

the word "Bethlehem” with low, scoop-
ing, bluesy runs. She continued with
"l{ca;\ ct,” a song whose charms shoukl
have been long exhausted. Yet Aretha
now delivered it with a minisermonette,
in which she informed her boyfriend
that her demands were modest. “I'm just
a \l“l[‘]l' \\(?(u;"l." \lll' \:I'AL N'"'-l‘l]”l'.(’
that only a fool woukl believe,

[ he middle-aged, mostly white wom-
en in the audience screamed like bobby-
SOXers. .‘:'1-‘ h.ki l’(\'\llllt‘ lh(' greatest
example of a woman singing to other
women, with an authority that made
vocal quality irrelevant. Many times she
has played her sex’s ambassador, letting
men know what women really want
\‘-{)rlhx'l il be [«w‘\'d. ”l‘l\!(,'lll. h']h!l‘t
ness, or the simple chance to shine on
their own. And her significance for
black women, particularly those raised
in the fundamentalist church, was little
short of epochal. Thanks to her, a
young Beyoncé could sing *Bootyli-
cious” and “Jesus Loves Me” on the
sme :l”'(llll \\'”l‘ﬁNll drowning in cogmi-
tive dissonance. And when the mega
pastor l. [“ ]-lkl'\‘ [‘ll}‘lxshu‘\l a }'n\.vl\
called God's f.(.’i.b.'l'.: L\‘hijn he chose
neither his own mother nor Jesus' as his
frst example, but Lady Soul herself.

A proud grandmother, she re-
mained a natural woman. Thus her
most recent album, released in 2011,
would be titled A Woman Falling
Out of Love. Not since Mae West
has a prominent female so insisted
on remaining a romantic player. In
creasingly few remembered that she
had once been a slim girl who re-
leased |‘|\ulus of herself in a ballet
tutu—but Aretha was clearly among
them. Then again, she was also
promising to record an album of
classical music, entering in later life
a field that is usually barred o any-
one older than twenty-five. Having
inaugurated her career with “Never

Grow Old,” she continued
to live by its principles.

LB retha tums seventy on March
25. She remains an inescapable pres
ence, anxl a presiding figure in gospel
The music, of course, has changed dra-
matically. You will now hear echoes of
Prince and Michael Jackson, of univer-
SiLy \‘ha:(".llv.~ ;nhi sarage ux‘l\'. l?\-lll on a
good or even halt<decent day, Aretha
still sounds better than her spiritual

daughters. She is now truer to the tra-
dition she had previously bowdlerized
than anyone still performing. And in
recent years, she has taken that radi-
tion into settings her ftather would
scarcely have dreamed of.

In July 2005, she sang a very moving
*Amazing Grace” at the funeral of her
friend Luther Vandross, whom she
generously called the premier vocalist
of our time (adding, in that cosmo-
politan style of her later years, that “he
had savoir faire™). She and he were
oddly chosen prophets of love, both
subject o huge shifts in weight, nei-
ther of them conventionally graceful
figures: she the preacher’s daughter
'.\h.; ll.:lh[ullllml Il)\'t‘]ll.lkll\‘,’ inNto a
sacred act; he the gay man who suc-
ceeded the Reverend Al Green as
America’s prowdest “baby-maker.”

Bur she had a greater gift in store,
On Ocawober 23, 2011, precisely a week
atter singing “Precious Lord” at the
unweiling of the Martin Luther King Jr.
Memorial in Washington, D.C., she
traveled 1o New York to pertiomm at a
same-sex wedding. As the grooms
danced, she saluted them with Whit-
ney Houston's *1 Will Always Love
You,” thereby reminding any haters
that nobody coukl out-sing the queen.,
Her appearance must have mortihed
the many pastors who had customarily
embraced hey, forcing them to reconcile
ll\l'lr .‘\l(‘ll):l \‘-(7:5'\]“ \‘”ll l\l'r Lacit
embrace of gay rights—God's leading
lady, indeed. But elsewhere, the many
gay men and lesbians who had been the
architects and arbiters of the gospel
sound were beaming. “Go ahead, girl!”
they hollered. “Let Him nse you!

Having so l;:n\' cl M”k'll\'('\l Mot ll('l'
Nature and declared herself the victor
in high notes and sex appeal, Aretha
had all reason to shout the victory. To
paraphrase James Cleveland’s first hit:
What kind of woman was this? A
holy woman! A natural woman? After
fifty years, the answer remained the
same. Her own woman., That's why,
when challenged by the talk-show
host Wendy \Yl”l.l!:l.\ to name het
successors, she could think of none.
As the eternal ages rolled, there would
be, as Lady Soul put it, only Aretha
and Aretha anxl Aretha. Her father's
daughter. Safe thus far.

How did .\lh.‘ @et over! H\' \Ir.w\'m\'
a lot of people along with her. K
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