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1

Introduction

The Crisis and the Challenge of the Archive

I was thirteen years old when my mother gave me my first boom box, as 
a Christmas gift. It was relatively small in comparison to the one Radio 
Raheem carried around in Spike Lee’s film Do the Right Thing. As with 
Radio Raheem, though, the boom box—as well as the Walkman that 
would replace it a few years later—offered me the opportunity to carry 
my music with me. Indeed, one of the stories I heard frequently about 
my father was that, as a teenager, he went nowhere without his transis-
tor radio. I am my father’s son. The boom box’s best feature by far was 
that it allowed me to record programs from my favorite New York City 
radio stations, WABC-AM and WCBS-FM. In the years before I had the 
money to start collecting music, or the confidence to begin siphoning 
from my father’s rather formidable collection, those over-the-air radio 
recordings constituted an archive of my musical tastes—even with the 
voices of Harry Harrison, Dan Ingram, or Chuck Leonard tagged on to 
the intros of so many of the songs.

When I had my frst part-time job as a teen, I devoted more than half 
of my earnings to buying vinyl recordings from places like the Tower 
Records on 4th and Broadway and J&R Music World, and Bondy’s Re-
cord Store both down on Park Row. My ultimate aim, however, was not 
collecting vinyl but crafing and curating pause-button mixtapes. For 
me, mixtapes not only refected my love of music, but also the thought 
that went into constructing these sonic representations of my passions, 
desires, and moods. Like deejays who worked for months on the mixes 
that folks would hear on the dancefoor at the club, I always understood 
that these mixtapes were my intellectual property; not simply a compila-
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2  |  Introduction

tion of songs thrown together randomly or sequenced by some record 
company executive, they represented attempts at meaning-making that 
surpassed the intent of the artists or their producers and distributors. 
What I didn’t understand as well at the time is that, in making those 
mixtapes, I was also functioning as an archivist, as much of my own 
taste as of the transition from analog to digital.

I still have many of those tapes, though I rarely listen to any of them 
anymore, if only because car manufacturers no longer equip new ve-
hicles with cassette players. Te emergence of both handheld digital 
devices that can store thousands of sound recordings—my iPod Clas-
sic once held more than sixteen thousand songs—and, more recently, 
of music streaming platforms, has radically transformed my relation-
ship to my sonic archive. Instead of dutifully “crate-digging,” as early 
hip-hop producers and deejays referred to the act of locating obscure 
vinyl source material, or rifing the cut-out rack at a record store to fnd 
that one track to complete my mixtape, I can retrieve material almost 
instantly. I can still remember the look on my late father’s face when I 
showed him my frst iPod and explained that there was music on it. For a 
man who could remember listening to 78s, and who ignored the 8-track 
and cassette revolutions, maintaining his commitment to his beloved 33 
1/3s, it became a challenge maintaining a connection to the sonic world.

For the multibillion-dollar music industry, the question is simply how 
to build a better delivery system to consumers. For example, hip-hop artist 
and entrepreneur Shawn Carter (Jay-Z) and his Roc-Nation label signed 
a fve-million-dollar deal with smartphone provider Samsung, who made 
the frst one million copies of his 2013 album Magna Carta Holy Grail 
available via download exclusively to Samsung Galaxy owners days before 
its ofcial release. Indeed, the innovative nature of the deal forced the Re-
cording Industry Association of America (RIAA) to reevaluate its moni-
toring of gold and platinum sales, since those one million Galaxy owners 
didn’t actually choose to purchase Magna Carta Holy Grail.1

In this era of big data and algorithms, the accessibility of the archive 
of contemporary and historical Blackness—what I’ll call “big Black 
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Introduction  |  3

data”—is unprecedented. Te fact that we can, with relative ease, access 
earlier iterations of Black visual forms like Bert Williams’s 1916 silent 
flm short A Natural Born Gambler, or any number of Josephine Baker 
performances from the 1920s (an archive that Beyonce Knowles Carter 
is quite familiar with) via YouTube, for example, has transformed what 
it means for scholars to teach and research Blackness in the digital age. 
While I celebrate the new availability of these archives of Blackness and 
have contributed to them myself, I am ambivalent when it comes to the 
question of who holds the responsibility for curating them. Te foot-
prints of those who lef archival vestiges of their fugitivity, like Maroons 
feeing plantations, serve as vital lifelines of freedom and survival for 
those whom the archives have been obscured and distorted. In addition 
to logical and theoretical concerns around intellectual property— can 
there be ownership of a historical commons of Blackness, for example?—
old-fashioned citation practices apply less in the more amorphous digi-
tal realm, particularly with regard to Blackness.

Before I settled on the working title for this project, Black Ephemera, 
I consistently worded the subtitle as the “crisis” or “challenge” of the 
archive. In many ways both are accurate: what I might call the crisis 
of the archive responds to the general state of Black cultural criticism 
today. In becoming more available to the general public—as opposed 
to resources such as Negro Digest, its successor Black World, Libera-
tor Magazine, or the frst decade of Essence, which are more difcult 
to locate—Black cultural criticism has become defned, in part, by the 
increased global commodifcation of Black culture and the so-called de-
mocratization of opinion, if not expertise, via the Internet. Te resulting 
demystifcation of the labor that produces Black culture and cultural 
criticism renders the archive disposable, truncated, and in many ways 
irrelevant to commercial enterprise. Under these circumstances, anyone 
can access Black culture without bearing responsibility for its care and 
sustenance. Tis proves a challenge to the Black cultural critic invested 
in the continued work of mystifcation: a theorizing of Black culture that 
remains grounded in the archive and its capacity to generate expansive 
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4  |  Introduction

and liberatory notions of Blackness not intended for mass consumption. 
Te crisis and challenge of the Black archive not only pose questions of 
knowledge, but of the way knowledge moves or manifests within the 
Black archive that are obscure, ephemeral, fugitive, precarious, fuid, and 
increasingly digital—qualities that challenge the very idea of what con-
stitutes an archive.

Tough Black Ephemera is largely concerned with the Black archive—
the catalog of an iconic Black music label, the historical and contem-
porary iterations of Black women’s trauma in popular culture, Black 
mourning as rendered in digital and analog culture, the “great” Ameri-
can Songbook as redefned by two legendary Black musical artists, and 
the abstracting of the Black archive—it remains tethered to music as its 
primary source. While one might think of Black music as the historical 
lingua franca of Blackness, my concern is that Black music itself has 
actually been reduced to, at best, ephemera, like a stack of vinyl albums 
in a closet, and, at worst, the ambient background of the continued ex-
ploitation and commodifcation of Black culture.

In sharing these concerns, I fnd a precedent in the writers and art-
ists who comprised what literary scholar Howard Rambsy II calls “the 
Black arts enterprise.” Rambsy specifcally cites the eforts of fgures like 
Dudley Randall and Hoyt Fuller to create literary magazines and anthol-
ogies that were “collectively and largely responsible for providing wide-
spread exposure to both the writings and the activities of black poets 
during the 1960s and 1970s.”2 As Rambsy notes, these curated projects 
aimed to convey meanings beyond the specifc content of each poem 
or essay. Writing about an issue of Black World published afer a series 
of state-sanctioned attacks directed at the Black Panther Party, includ-
ing the December 1969 assassination of Fred Hampton and Mark Clark, 
Rambsy observes that poems by Charles Moreland and Charyn Sutton 
that addressed the attacks “appear next to each other, thus amplifying 
the documentation of violence against African Americans, as well as the 
willingness of the editorial staf to catalogue such injustices.”3
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Introduction  |  5

Like so many works in which Black writers and artists have attempted 
to index the political realities and aesthetic urgencies of their historical 
moment, the popularity of Black Arts Movement texts, in concert with 
the heightened visibility of the Black liberation movement, created a 
mainstream commercial desire—hunger, really—to consume narratives 
of Black militancy and resistance. For some, like Dudley Randall, White 
publishing houses and journals ofered the opportunity to “alert read-
ers to the existence of a network of Black literary spaces.”4 Te editors 
of some volumes exploited the idea that the Black literary anthologies 
produced by major publishing houses in the 1970s were of the Black 
community, but that also meant that the fnished product had to be able 
to “live” in those same communities.

As Toni Morrison commented about the 1974 anthology The Black 
Book that she edited while working as an editor at Random House, 
its publisher, “Black people from all over helped with it, called about 
things to put in it.”5 Morrison’s comments refect the way The Black 
Book anticipated not only the kinds of crowd-sourcing that would ap-
pear two generations later during the digital era—as well as the uti-
lization of mixed-media that we see in the digital realm, as Rambsy 
also notes—but also the predigital musical genre of hip-hop, through 
generations of sampling practices and various iterations of the mix-
tape. According to Rambsy, “Te juxtaposition of words and images 
in The Black Book provides a clear example of how an editor used 
a mixed-media approach to amplify and sharpen ideas about Afri-
can American history and culture.”6 In this regard The Black Book’s 
beyond-the-text style might be thought of as an analog to the hyper-
text in the digital era. In his introduction to Larry Neal’s Black Boo-
galo, the late Amiri Baraka hints at what he calls a “post ‘literary’ 
world,” pointing out to readers the rich work that mixed poetry with 
music, such as Nikki Giovanni’s mashing of poetry and gospel music 
on Truth Is on the Way (1970), while in part conjuring the hip-hop en-
terprise itself. What can’t be lost in this moment was the importance 
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6  |  Introduction

of Morrison’s role as an editor within a major publishing house and 
her attendant role as a curator of Black culture.

Tough The Black Book, or Morrison’s work in general, is not thought 
of as part of the Black Arts Movement, it does ofer a culmination of 
sorts of the strategies used to address what have historically been is-
sues related to the production, circulation, and archiving of Blackness—
concerns that are exponentially heightened in the digital era. Even as 
previous generations of cultural workers and critics were faced with a 
limited archive—or, at least, limited access to archives—they were also 
challenged by the difculty of securing capital to build and maintain the 
archive and ofen keenly aware that relinquishing their intellectual prop-
erty to the highest bidder might be an unavoidable necessity (British 
media company Getty Images being one prominent commercial archival 
gatekeeper). Recent years have seen the emergence of alternative models 
such as the collaboration between the Ford Foundation, J. Paul Getty 
Trust, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, and Andrew 
W. Mellon Foundation to caretake the visual archives of the Johnson 
Publishing Company, the longtime publisher of Ebony and Jet magazines 
until its demise in 2019. In this instance, an equitable response to the 
challenges of accessing the archives was spearheaded by Darren Walker 
of the Ford Foundation and Elizabeth Alexander of the Mellon Founda-
tion, both of whom are, notably, African American.

Archives frequently need benefactors, a fact that no contemporary 
fgure may have understood better than Henry Louis Gates Jr., who is 
best known in scholarly circles for his groundbreaking study of African 
American literary theory The Signifying Monkey (1988) and for coedit-
ing The Norton Anthology of African American Literature (1996), and 
who has positioned himself as a singular arbiter and curator of African 
American arts and letters. Gates’s work with the Black archive has ex-
tended beyond the traditional literary realm into the digital arena, with 
the creation of Encarta Africana with Microsof and Kwame Anthony 
Appiah, a comprehensive multimedia encyclopedia of the “global Black 
experience” that used technology to realize a vision originally conceived 
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Introduction  |  7

by W. E. B. Du Bois.7 As Gates remarked at the product’s launch in early 
1999, “For the frst time, the story of the black world and its people will 
be told in a way never before possible—through images, video, music, 
and text brought together in a unique experience.”8 Gates and Microsof 
donated thousands of copies of the product to K-12 institutions, and 
Gates subsequently developed the Africana website, a precursor to his 
online news magazine Te Root. Citing Gates’s work with the Human 
Genome Project and his development of signature public television pro-
gramming aimed at exploring the signifcance of race, Lisa Nakamura 
and Peter A. Chow note that “Gates’ new career as a digital media pro-
ducer signals a new form of racial technology, posed as a curative to the 
older racist techne of enforced forgetting and information erasure or 
management.”9

Black Ephemera deliberately posits the archive in opposition to such 
grandiose endeavors, however valuable they might be, and focuses in-
stead on those artifacts that, broadly defned, might be thought of as 
literal aferthoughts—as culture not in need of curation. In the frst 
chapter, “Love in the Stax: Death, Loss, and Resurrection in Post-King 
Memphis,” I examine the legendary Memphis Stax recording label, 
which famously lost almost all of its archive to a competing interest in 
1968, only months afer the death of its most successful artist, Otis Red-
ding, and the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in Memphis. I look 
at the company’s strategy in rebuilding its archive, owed in large part 
to the vision of record company executive All Bell, by redefning the 
subject matter that popular Black music could address. Tough well-
known among fans of traditional Soul music, the legacy of the Stax label 
is relatively obscure compared to that of Motown Records and the Phila-
delphia International Records of the same period.

In chapter 2, “‘I Got the Blues of a Fallen Teardrop’: Erasure, 
Trauma, and a Sonic Archive of Black Women,” I explore how Black 
sonic culture negotiates the invisibility and trauma of Black women. 
Te chapter begins with an examination of the post–Hurricane Ka-
trina documentary Trouble the Water (2008) and the role of rap artist 
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8  |  Introduction

Kimberly Roberts as the flm’s narrator, and her deployment of the 
sonic and vernacular world of New Orleans to document the afermath 
of Katrina’s violence. Te chapter’s goes on to discuss Ricardo Cortez 
Cruz’s experimental novel Five Days of Bleeding (1995), in which the 
primary female character, Zu-Zu, speaks and sings primarily through 
obscure song lyrics and titles, largely drawn from an archive of perfor-
mances by Black women.

In the third chapter, “‘Promise Tat You Will [Tweet] about Me’: Black 
Death in the Digital Era,” I move to examine more contemporary Black 
culture, looking at the ways in which collective Black mourning has 
been produced, curated, and archived in the digital era, via the music 
of Kendrick Lamar and Pharoahe Monch, and visual texts such as the 
music video for Flying Lotus’s song “Never Catch Me” (2014) and Ryan 
Coogler’s flm Fruitvale Station (2013). Te chapter juxtaposes these dis-
tinctly digital moments with earlier instances of Black mourning from 
the analog era, including the shooting death of Los Angeles teenager 
Latasha Harlins in 1991 and the musical memorializations of slain Black 
fgures in the civil rights movement in the years following their deaths.

Chapter 4, “‘I’ll Be a Bridge’: Black Interiority, Black Invention, and 
the American Songbook,” examines the eforts of Marvin Gaye and 
Aretha Franklin to master the so-called “Great American Songbook”: a 
loose term for the canon of torch songs written largely by a generation of 
white male songwriters and composers during the mid-twentieth cen-
tury. Gaye’s eforts were largely aligned with career-long eforts to record 
an album with the gravitas of Frank Sinatra’s In the Wee Small Hours of 
the Morning (1955), an endeavor at which he failed repeatedly during 
his lifetime and fnally achieved, ironically, afer his death. Gaye’s ef-
forts, however, create an archive of music that highlights the role played 
by interiority in Gaye’s eforts to achieve mastery. Franklin, by contrast, 
achieved such mastery relatively early in her career, thus creating a body 
of work that not only highlights the spirit of invention of a singular 
artist, but may well redefne the Great American Songbook. Her live 
recordings Live at the Fillmore West (1971) and Amazing Grace (1972), 
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Introduction  |  9

I argue, call into question the very idea of an American Songbook, as 
historically constituted, while establishing Franklin as the singular voice 
of the twentieth century.

Te fnal chapter, “Decamping Wakanda: Te Archive as Maroon,” 
imagines the Black archive as theoretical, abstract, feeting, and fugi-
tive, specifcally examining the ways the strategies used by Maroons, 
who stole themselves from enslavement to establish liminal settlements 
of freedom and unfreedom, might be applied to criticism of the flm 
Black Panther (2018), as well the flms of John Akomfrah, notably Pre-
carity (2018) and The Last Angel of History (1996). Te chapter addition-
ally explores how Black flm imports analog-era musical archives as a 
means of establishing intimacy with lost material, notably in Charles 
Burnett’s classic Killer of Sheep (1978) Barry Jenkins’s Moonlight (2016), 
and Denzel Washington’s 2016 flm adaptation of August Wilson’s 1985 
play Fences, in which the music of Dinah Washington, Barbara Lewis, 
and Jimmy Scott fgure prominently.
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11

1

Love in the Stax

Death, Loss, and Resurrection in Post-King Memphis

Late in the summer of 1968, Johnnie Taylor—not to be confused with 
Little Johnny Taylor—walked into the Stax Recording Studios in Mem-
phis, Tennessee, to record “Who’s Making Love?” It was a breakthrough 
for Taylor, who was best known at the time as the vocalist who replaced 
Sam Cooke as lead singer of the Hi-Way Que C’s, the group that Cooke 
fronted before achieving gospel and soul glory as the lead singer of the 
Soul Stirrers and, later, as the most influential Black male vocalist of 
his generation. By the late fall of 1968, “Who’s Making Love,” with its 
explicit references to sex, had peaked at number five on the pop charts, 
selling more than a million copies. The song almost single-handedly 
saved Stax, inaugurating a period in which the label helped redefine the 
subject matter and social reach of Black popular music in ways that were 
unimaginable just a year before Taylor’s hit.

Tis chapter charts a transitional moment in one of the defning 
brands of Black cultural production in the 1960s and 1970s, which 
occurred in the midst of what might be described as postapocalyptic 
Memphis, made most manifest in the assassination of Reverend Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel. Critical 
to its rebirth was the creative and strategic way in which Stax rebuilt a 
literal archive of recordings, having lost its previous catalog to a compet-
ing interest, while also reimagining the thematic archive of Black love, 
loss, and desire. As well as Taylor, the Temprees, Isaac Hayes, the Staple 
Singers, the Rance Allen Group, and the Soul Children, are some of the 
artists that ofer the most compelling examples of Stax’s strategic use of 
the archive.
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12  |  Love in the Stax

Stax Records was founded as Satellite Records in Memphis in 1957, by 
Estelle Axton and her brother, Jim Stewart (the name was an acronym 
of the frst two letters of their last names). While Detroit and Chicago 
emerged as centers of Black cultural production in the twentieth century, 
as byproducts of Black migration patterns from the South, Memphis 
remained a hub for Black citizens who remained in the South. Putting 
the Black presence in Memphis in a larger historical context, histori-
ans Aram Goudsouzian and Charles W. McKinney Jr. write, “Starting 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, Memphis became the most 
populated—and most vibrant—metropolitan area for black people in 
the entire Mid-South region. . . . In the crucible of segregation, African 
Americans in Memphis took on the task of reshaping the city—and the 
nation—to better conform to the principles of equality. Tey were creat-
ing a “light” of their own in the Bluf City.”1

Although its founders were white, the Stax label became a totem for 
Black aspiration and ingenuity throughout the 1960s and early 1970s. 
Te label itself was a critical part of the fabric of Memphis, particu-
larly in South Memphis where it was located. As Zandria Robinson 
writes, “Even though Stax founders Will Stewart and Estelle Axton were 
white . . . by 1960, South Memphis was a defnitively black neighbor-
hood, and Stax quickly became a label driven by black artists and black 
music. Indeed, the label benefted from the presence of these institutions 
and from the residents who brought them to life.”2

Stax and its subsidiary, Volt, hit their initial stride between 1962 and 
1967, with a roster that included now-classic soul artists such as Rufus 
Tomas, an iconic fgure who had had a previous successful career as a 
deejay; his daughter Carla Tomas; Booker T. & the M.G.’s; William Bell; 
and, most famously, Otis Redding, who was unquestionably the label’s 
biggest star. With tracks like Albert King’s “Born Under a Bad Sign,” 
“Green Onion” by Booker T. & the M.G.’s, Rufus Tomas’s “Walking 
the Dog,” Otis Redding’s “Try a Little Tenderness,” “B-A-B-Y” by Carla 
Tomas, and “Tramp,” which paired Carla Tomas with Redding, Stax/
Volt positioned itself as a legitimate southern soul counterpart to Berry 
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Love in the Stax  |  13

Gordy’s Motown enterprise in Detroit. With a sound deemed more “au-
thentic” than Motown, and a house band led by Booker T. Jones that 
embodied the integrationist impulse being expressed on the streets of 
Memphis, the label became, on the surface, a veritable symbol of racial 
integration.3

Stax/Volt was able to rival Motown on a national scale largely due to 
a distribution deal cofounder Jim Stewart reached with Atlantic Records 
that would have lasting implications for the label. Te career of Sam & 
Dave, whose success between 1966 and 1967 culminated in the release of 
the classic “Soul Man,” characterized the nature of the relationship be-
tween the labels: the duo was signed as artists to Atlantic, but loaned to 
Stax so that their sound could be countrifed by the Stax house band. 
Many of Sam & Dave’s songs were written and produced by the duo of 
David Porter and Isaac Hayes, and the young Hayes’s ascendency within 
the label structure during the postapocalyptic era in Memphis would be 
critical to Stax’s resurrection, as would that of Stax’s in-house promoter 
Al Bell.

Afer graduating from Philander Smith College, a historically Black 
college in Little Rock, Arkansas, Al Bell began a short organizing stint 
with the Southern Christian Leadership Council (SCLC), where he at-
tended the SCLC Leadership Conference and became a student teacher. It 
was while working with SCLC and Martin Luther King Jr. that the themes 
of economic sustainability and empowerment, which undergirded the 
civil rights movement, began to resonate with Bell in ways that would 
have a lasting impact on Stax. Bell began a successful career as a deejay, 
frst with WLOK in Memphis, later at KOKY in Little Rock, and then 
with WUST in Washington, DC. Bell caught Jim Stewart’s attention with 
his ability to break Stax records in a “northern” market, and Stewart hired 
Bell to become Stax’s national director of promotions in 1965.

One immediate change that Bell made to the company was a reevalu-
ation of the album format. Prior to 1965, Stax had released a total of 
eight albums, including Otis Redding’s Otis Blue/Otis Redding Sings 
Soul, which includes the original recording of “Respect,” a song later 
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14  |  Love in the Stax

later made iconic by Atlantic artist Aretha Franklin. Te year afer Bell 
arrived, Stax/Volt released eleven albums. While Bell’s motivation was to 
generate more income for the label, the change also refects a particular 
strategy that can be deployed in the curation of sonic archives. Bell’s 
privileging of the album format would also play a critical role at Stax in 
the postapocalyptic era, particularly as the album and album-oriented 
radio formats became more prominent among arbiters of serious pop 
music. By elevating the album in its business model, Stax contributed to 
its development into a medium that granted Black musical artists cura-
torial power to ofer more explicit and developed ideas about the world 
in which they lived.

By the time Bell was made executive vice president in 1967, Stax was 
one of the top three independent labels in the country.4 In early 1967, 
Stax artists embarked on a tour of Europe, where the reputations of Sam 
& Dave and Otis Redding as stellar live performers were cemented for 
international audiences. In late June, Redding and his Stax peers played 
the Monterey Pop Festival, where iconic performances of Redding and 
Jimi Hendrix were recorded for a documentary flm, and the success 
of Redding’s set in particular lef him poised for major mainstream 
crossover success. Afer the festival, however, Stax would witness a level 
of tragedy that few record labels could have withstood, the most well-
known of which was Redding’s death, along with members of the Bar-
Kays, in a plane crash outside of Madison, Wisconsin. Redding’s loss 
to the label was made even more impactful in early 1968 when Atlantic 
Records was sold to Warner Brothers, necessitating that Stewart negoti-
ate with Warner Brothers about buying Stax. While it is is hard to believe 
that the possible inclusion of the Stax catalog was not part of Warner 
Brothers’ valuation of the label, or that the folks at Atlantic didn’t think 
that Warner Brothers wouldn’t ofer a fair price for the outright purchase 
of Stax. no deal was agreed upon, efectively ending Atlantic’s distribu-
tion deal with Stax. As a result, an obscure contract clause kicked in, 
which transferred ownership of Stax’s entire catalog to Atlantic. In efect, 
Stax lost ownership of much of its archive.
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Love in the Stax  |  15

To illustrate the value of Stax to Atlantic and its parent company, War-
ner Brothers, consider the example of Otis Redding’s fnal studio album, 
The Dock of the Bay, which was released in February 1968, two months 
afer his death. Te lead single, “(Sittin’ on) Te Dock of the Bay,” which 
had been released a month earlier, would be the only number-one pop 
song of Redding’s career; it was also the frst posthumous release by any 
artist to reach that peak position. Te song remains—I would argue by 
far—Redding’s best-known recording. As Redding biographer Mark Ri-
bowsky told NPR on the occasion of the ffieth anniversary of the song’s 
release, “Let’s face it: when a rock ‘n’ roller dies, you need a song to come 
out immediately to cash in on this. Tat’s just the way the business is.”5 
The Dock of the Bay was the last of Redding’s recordings released by 
Stax, via their Volt subsidiary. On the basis of the single’s commercial 
success, Atlantic mined from the archive unreleased tracks, which in-
cluded now-signature Redding songs like “I Got Dreams to Remember,” 
“Love Man,” and “Hard to Handle,” which was later covered by the Black 
Crowes and sampled by DJ Marley Marl on “Te Symphony”—songs 
that ultimately contributed to Redding’s iconic status, which matches, if 
not surpasses, that of Sam Cooke.

In the background of these very personal tragedies at Stax was a na-
tional tragedy: the city of Memphis had the misfortune of being the 
place where Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, contributing to a 
sense of collapse that might have been experienced by the Stax fam-
ily in ways quite diferent than other Black cultural institutions at the 
time. King’s death resonated among many of the label’s Black musicians, 
particularly men, who compared the treatment they received in the seg-
regated South to their experiences on the European tour. William Bell 
recorded “A Tribute to a King” in tribute to Redding, but it also captured 
the mood afer King’s death. Te grief experienced by Black Memphis 
afer the assassination was palpable at Stax.

Moreover, King’s presence in Memphis at the time of his death was 
framed by a political mobilization in the city, of which the strike by Black 
sanitation workers that brought him there was simply the most visible. 
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16  |  Love in the Stax

Afer his murder, diferent political factions emerged. As Anthony C. 
Siracusa writes, “Te fracture within Memphis’s black freedom move-
ment [was] attributed chiefy to deepening fssures between advocates 
of Black Power and those espousing nonviolence during the Memphis 
sanitation strike of 1968.” At the same time, Siracusa notes, a “robust and 
likely illegal efort by the FBI to infltrate and undermine both the Black 
Power and nonviolent wings of the black freedom movement.”6 Stax was 
not unafected by these fssures in the movement and extralegal attempts 
to destabilize Black political mobilization. Amid calls of Black Power 
among young Black activists, Jim Stewart and Estelle Axton—the White 
faces of Stax—had to recalibrate. As the pressures mounted, executive 
vice president Bell—the Race Man—became a full partner with Stewart, 
at the expense of Axton, when Stax was sold to Gulf and Western—a 
shif that essentially efectively rebranded Stax as a Black-owned inde-
pendent label.

“I Stand Accused”: Love and Theft in the Archive

As Bell began the work of rebuilding the archive, his strategy included 
aggressively signing new acts that expanded the brand beyond tradi-
tional southern soul and blues, in what Bell called the “Soul Explosion.” 
One of his largest challenges was in the valuation of the Stax label and, 
more broadly, of Black music itself. As Bell told the Chicago Defender 
three days before Dr. King’s death, “People should consider . . . that this 
music is really the only music that we, as Americans, can claim as part 
of our heritage,” adding that “it’s basically the folk music of America.”7

Among the acts that Bell developed in the postapocalyptic period 
were groups such as the Soul Children; the white vocalist Lynda Lyndell, 
who recorded the original version “What a Man” that was later covered 
by En Vogue and Salt & Pepa; Shirley Brown; Luther Ingram, whose sin-
gle “If Loving You is Wrong,” another anthem of Black infdelity, peaked 
at number three on the pop charts in 1972; and gospel artists the Rance 
Allen Group and the Staple Singers. Bringing acts like the already well-
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Love in the Stax  |  17

established Staple Singers and young upstarts like Rance Allen and his 
brothers also spoke to cultural realities in South Memphis, a point that 
Robinson makes, noting that “the neighborhood’s gospel roots, nurtured 
at community churches such as Metropolitan Baptist and Second Con-
gregational, were harnessed by Stax artists in the service of a new sound 
and a new historical moment in the nation and the neighborhood.”8 To 
support these new artists, Bell, with the assistance of Deanie Parker, 
Stax’s director of publicity, planned to release thirty singles and twenty-
eight albums recorded over an eight-month period from late 1968 to 
early 1969. Bell’s “Soul Explosion” was referenced almost ffy years later 
in the “Twenty for Twenty” story line from the contemporary television 
series Empire, in which the fctional Empire label would release twenty 
albums to mark the label’s twentieth anniversary.

Included with those twenty-eight releases were solo recordings from 
former partners David Porter and Isaac Hayes, whose contribution, 
Hot Buttered Soul, was a last minute add-on that not only became the 
most successful of those albums, but one of the most important sonic 
innovations in Black music in the era. Hayes’s use of strings and brass 
to create an orchestral sound created a new sheen—upscale, urbane, 
aspirational—for soul music, that added polish to its “grits and gravy” 
image. Hayes also mined the archives of the contemporary Black artists 
who infuenced him, such as Jerry Butler and Curtis Mayfeld, but he 
predominantly refashioned the work of White singer-songwriters like 
Jimmy Webb, composer Burt Bacharach and lyricist Hal David, George 
Harrison, and Kris Kristoferson, whose “For the Good Times” was a hit 
for country star Ray Price. In each instance, Hayes and his producers 
so thoroughly transformed these existing compositions that they were 
for all intents and purposes new songs. Hayes remarked years later, “I 
didn’t give a damn if Hot Buttered Soul didn’t sell . . . I just wanted to do 
something artistic, with total freedom.”9

Hot Buttered Soul opens with a twelve-minute version of Hal David 
and Burt Bacharach’s “Walk on By.” Originally recorded by Dionne War-
wick for her third, breakthrough album, Make Way for Dionne Warwick 
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18  |  Love in the Stax

(1964), the song earned Warwick her frst Grammy Award nomina-
tion and was emblematic of the pop crossover style that she, David, 
and Bacharach crafed. For a wide array of Black soul artists, including 
Jerry Butler, Lou Rawls, and Maxine Brown, Warwick’s music, which 
included a string of top-ten pop hits like “Anyone Who Had a Heart,” 
“Message to Michael,” and “I Say a Little Prayer,” provided a template for 
crossing over to more sophisticated, adult White audiences. Warwick’s 
style proved so infuential that even Aretha Franklin, who for all intents 
ended her reign as the dominant Black woman solo artist of the 1960s, 
recorded versions of her songs, including “Walk on By,” both during 
Franklin’s early career at Columbia Records and afer her breakthrough 
period at Atlantic, where “I Say a Little Prayer” became a top-ten hit 
as the b-side of “Te House Tat Jack Built.” From this vantage point, 
Hayes’s choices make absolute sense.

If the original “Walk on By” captured Warwick in a brisk jaunt down 
a busy city avenue, Hayes’s version projected a deliberate soul man strut 
through the trials and tribulations of Soulsville, and nothing about it 
seemed to want to be resolved in less than the twelve minutes it took 
for him to make his point. As Hayes explained his strategy, “I felt what 
I had to say couldn’t be said in two minutes and thirty seconds. So I 
just stretched [the songs] out and milked them for everything they were 
worth.”10 Te recording also ofers more than a passing gesture to the 
psychedelic revolution taking place in pop music; Hayes sounds less like 
he’s in Memphis and more like he set up shop in Haight-Ashbury or 
Berkeley. In this regard, the song “Walk on By” and the album Hot But-
tered Soul captured the aspirational theme among some Black Ameri-
cans to not only leave the South, as had been the case with two streams 
of Black migration in the early twentieth century and in the post–World 
War II period, but to literally rid themselves of the shackles of the South. 
As a song like Gladys Knight and the Pips’ “Midnight Train to Georgia” 
would demonstrate in the early 1970s, such an aspiration was cut with 
some ambivalence.
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Love in the Stax  |  19

Hot Buttered Soul’s closing statement is Hayes’s eighteen-minute ren-
dition of Jimmy Webb’s “By the Time I Get to Phoenix,” a song that 
earned country-pop singer Glen Campbell a Grammy Award for his 
1967 version. As Hayes recalled, “I heard ‘Phoenix’ on the radio . . . Glen 
Campbell was singing it. I stopped and said ‘Damn that’s great.’”11 In 
line with Stax’s archival practices, Hayes augments Webb’s stellar song-
writing by providing a backstory via an eight-minute spoken-word 
introduction—three times the length of Campbell’s recording. Te in-
troduction was part of a routine that Hayes had developed at the Tiki 
Club in Memphis for an audience likely not familiar with Jimmy Webb 
or even Glen Campbell: “I’ve got to create a situation these folks can re-
late to,” he explained.12 As Hayes relates in the actual recorded introduc-
tion, “Now I should attempt it to do it my way, my own interpretation 
of it. Like I said, everybody’s got it’s own thing, I’m gonna bring it on 
down to Soulsville.” Hayes’s invention here provides a stellar example of 
the way Stax artists utilized Black storytelling traditions of to augment 
the Stax archive.

In Hayes’s retelling, the song’s narrator, who was raised in the hills 
of Tennessee, migrated to Los Angeles, where he found his life partner. 
In Webb’s original lyrics and Campbell’s recording, Los Angeles goes 
unnamed as the site of departure; therefore, Hayes’s naming of the city 
frames the song as a postwar migration tale that was refective of the 
generation of Black southerners who relocated to California to work 
in the military-industrial complex stimulated by the Cold War. As R. 
J. Smith notes in The Great Black Way: L.A. in the 1940s and the Lost 
African American Renaissance, the city, which had been founded in 1781 
by a group of Black and mixed-raced settlers, was the site of a cultural 
renaissance in the 1940s, fueled by emerging artists such as Nat King 
Cole, transgender performer Gladys Bentley, comedian Redd Foxx, and 
a young Sammy Davis Jr., among others.13 Yet, as Hayes was coming of 
age, Los Angeles was also the place where Sam Cooke was killed under 
suspicious circumstances, and the site of days of violence in August 1965 
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20  |  Love in the Stax

in the afermath of the shooting death of a Black man by police ofcers 
in the section of Watts. Since “By the Time I Get to Phoenix” is largely 
a song about unfaithfulness in love, the song also serves as a metaphor 
for the continued precarity of Black American life in a moment that 
also signaled possibility and hope. Hayes’s narrator’s travels back east, 
to home, through Phoenix and Albuquerque, not only because of the 
betrayal by his loved one, but also because of the betrayal of opportunity.

To highlight Hayes’s recognition of the broader archive to which he 
was contributing, the singer gestures to the work of fellow soul singer 
Tyrone Davis (“And when he reached the driveway, you understand, 
he went in the bag just like my man Tyrone Davis / And he said, ‘Oh, 
mama, mama, mama, can I change, oh, my mind?’”) in reference to 
Davis’s 1968 top-fve pop hit “Can I Change My Mind?”—one of the 
many moments where Hayes used his increasing cultural gravitas to 
celebrate his peers. Hayes’s 1971 double album Black Moses found him 
acknowledging the work of Clifon Davis (“Never Can Say Goodbye”), 
Curtis Mayfeld (“Man’s Temptation” and “Need to Belong,” which were 
originally recorded by Jerry Butler), and then-young songwriters and 
producers Kenneth Gamble and Leon Huf (“Never Gonna Give You 
Up”), and Tom Bell (“A Brand New Me,” written with Gamble), just as 
the trio was launching the Mighty Tree Music Group, whose catalog 
would dominate 1970s soul music. According to Hayes, “Although I was 
a songwriter, there were some songs that I loved, that really touched me. 
Came the opportunity, I wanted to record these tunes. I wanted to do 
them the way I wanted to do them.”14

Davis’s “Never Can Say Goodbye” was originally released by the Jack-
son 5 in the spring of 1971 (it had been intended for the post–Diana Ross 
Supremes) and was one of their last big pop hits at Motown, featuring 
some of Michael Jackson’s most mature vocals as a child. In contrast, 
Hayes’s version marked the distinctions between the sugary crossover 
soul of Motown and the increasing artistic seriousness of Stax, as em-
bodied by Hayes. One of the highlights of Black Moses is Hayes’s nine-
minute version of the Carpenters’ “white bread” pop hit “(Tey Long 
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Love in the Stax  |  21

to Be) Close to You,” which likely inspired Luther Vandross to tackle 
the group’s hit “Superstar” a decade later. In fact, it’s hard to imagine 
that Hayes’s rearranging of the pop songbook didn’t directly impact Van-
dross, who mined the catalog of 1960s soul-pop throughout his career. 
In this regard, Black Moses used the archive of Black music to make 
a larger cultural statement. Hayes might have been portrayed as the 
Black deliverer on the cover of Black Moses—an image the artist himself 
was never comfortable with—but the album’s broader message was in 
the power of Black music and Black ownership in the pursuit of Black 
freedoms.

Who’s Making Love . . . in the Archive?

Like Isaac Hayes’s lyrical shoutout to Tyrone Davis on “By the Time I 
Get to Phoenix,” Johnnie Taylor makes a similar gesture to Billy Paul. On 
the song “Careless with Our Love,” a song about infidelity, Taylor sings,

Te rumors are spreading all over town
And we don’t wanna be like Mrs. Jones
We can’t meet at the same place

in reference to Billy Paul’s “Me and Mrs. Jones,” which topped the Bill-
board Hot 100 and Billboard R&B Singles charts in December 1972. 
Paul’s song, which was the first number-one pop hit for the then–
fledgling Philadelphia International Records, was itself an example 
of citational politics, as the song’s intro features a melody from Doris 
Day’s “Secret Love.”15 “Careless with Our Love” was the opening track 
of Taylor’s 1973 album Taylored in Silk, which also illustrates Stax’s com-
mitment to exploring the archive.

Johnnie Taylor’s career began in Chicago in the early 1950s as a vo-
calist in the Hi-Way Que C’s, a sort of gospel fnishing school: Taylor 
replaced Lou Rawls, who himself replaced Sam Cooke. Cooke departed 
the group to become lead singer of the Soul Stirrers, and when he lef the 
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22  |  Love in the Stax

Soul Stirrers in 1957 to pursue what would become a landmark career as 
a secular artist, Taylor was hired to replace Cooke as lead singer. Taylor 
later joined Cooke at SAR Records, the label that Cooke had launched 
shortly before his murder. By 1966, Taylor found himself in Memphis, 
signing with Stax Records.

Taylor achieved minor success in his early days at Stax, landing on 
the upper tier of the R&B charts with tracks like “I Had a Dream” and 
“I Got to Love Somebody’s Baby” in 1966. As talented as he was, at Stax 
he stood largely in the shadow of the legendary Otis Redding. It was 
in the context of Al Bell’s now-famous rebuilding of the Stax catalog 
that Taylor recorded “Who’s Making Love,” which established him as a 
bonafde hitmaker. Taylor reportedly hated the song, which was written 
by Homer Banks, Bettye Crutcher, and Raymond Jackson, and referred 
to it as “the boogity boogity song” because of its fast pace.

In the afermath of “Who’s Making Love?,” Bell fell into the grind at 
Stax, producing a string of solid albums including Raw Blues (1968), 
Rare Stamps (1968), and The Johnnie Taylor Philosophy Continues (1969), 
which included Taylor’s cover of “(I Wanna) Testify,” originally recorded 
in 1967 by the Parliaments before their re-formation as Parliament Funk-
adelic, and “I Am Somebody,” drawing on a theme popularized in the 
speeches of labelmate Reverend Jesse Jackson. None of these recordings 
matched the success of “Who’s Making Love?,” yet this was a peak era 
for Stax, which entered into a new distribution deal with CBS in 1972. 
By 1971, when Taylor recorded One Step Beyond (easily his strongest re-
cording to date, it cites Johnny Mathis’s “Twelfh of Never”), the “soul 
man” might have been an aferthought at the label he helped to musi-
cally resuscitate. It was the same ballad-heavy formula found on One 
Step Beyond that Taylor and producer Don Davis chose to revisit on his 
1973 release Taylored in Silk.

Released two years afer Isaac Hayes’s double-album masterpiece 
Black Moses and in an era where Black artists were encouraged to go 
large, Taylored in Silk features just eight tracks and logs in at thirty-
fve minutes. Te album was launched by the lead single “I Believe in 

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Love in the Stax  |  23

You (You Believe in Me),” written by Don Davis, which became Tay-
lor’s highest-charting pop single since “Who’s Making Love?” Te nuts 
and bolts of the song, as described by Rob Bowman, illustrate why the 
song and the album register as a classic of the soul genre. According 
to Bowman, “I Believe in You (You Believe in Me)” was “the frst re-
cord on which Don Davis constructed the track via layered rifs instead 
of functional chord changes. Davis referred to this as the “monolithic 
approach.’ Te next result was a more melodic, Sam Cooke infuenced 
Johnnie Taylor.”16

Te Cooke reference was not incidental; Taylor was one of the few 
soul artists of the era who could legitimately bridge the sensibilities of 
an older rhythm & blues (R&B) audience—the grits and gravy crowd—
and a younger soul audience that was becoming more attuned to the 
slick production of post-1968 Stax and the emerging Philly Soul sound 
of Kenny Gamble and Leon Huf—hence the opening reference to Billy 
Paul. Te album’s self-awareness of the tradition that helped to produce 
it stands out. For example, Taylored in Silk closes with a cover of “Tis 
Bitter Earth” by Dinah Washington, who died a decade earlier, in what 
is more than a musical tribute, but also a signpost of an artist whose 
infuence on R&B and soul cannot be overstated. Tough much is made 
of gospel singer Clara Ward’s impact on Aretha Franklin, Washing-
ton’s was just as pronounced on Franklin, if underappreciated. At the 
time that Taylored in Silk was recorded, Franklin was, of course, the 
standard-bearer of the soul tradition, and Taylor’s version of “Tis Bitter 
Earth”—which Franklin also covered in a tribute album to Washington 
in 1964—restores Washington’s role in Franklin’s ascent for the beneft 
of a younger audience.

Te majority of Taylored in Silk was recorded at Muscle Shoals Sound 
Studio in Alabama, with the exception of “Talk to Me,” for which the 
rhythm track was recorded in Detroit. “Talk to Me” was a cover of one of 
the most popular songs by Little Willie John, whose brief career ended 
with his death in a prison hospital in 1968 at age thirty. More than a 
musical footnote, John was pound for pound one of the most impressive 
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24  |  Love in the Stax

performers of his generation; even “Godfather of Soul” James Brown 
was compelled to acknowledge the infuence of his former labelmate 
with a tribute album shortly afer John’s death. As Gayle Wald writes, 
“Little Willie John was a small man with a big voice, an outsized talent 
who could croon and growl, sing ballads and rhythm and blues, dig deep 
into his lower register and hit high notes that took the wind out of lesser 
tenors . . . not even James Brown, the Hardest Working Man in Show 
Business, wanted to follow Little Willie John on a bill.”17

While clearly acknowledging the importance of the soul tradition, 
Taylored in Silk also makes a claim for Taylor’s place within that tra-
dition. Te haunting intro guitar rif from the opening track “We’re 
Getting Careless with Our Love” is as recognizable as any Stax record 
intro save Hayes’s iconic “Teme from Shaft.” Like many of the songs 
on the album, “Careless” brings some nuance to the subgenre of “in-
fdelity soul” that Stax promoted with Taylor, Luther Ingram, and the 
Soul Children. Taylor’s take on Sir Mack Rice’s classic strut “Cheaper to 
Keep Her,” which updates Ray Charles’s classic live rendition of “Makin’ 
Whoopee,” serves as a cautionary counterpoint for the very story that 
opens the album.

When your little girl make you mad
And you get an attitude and pack your bags
Five little children that you’re leaving behind
Son, you’re gonna pay some alimony or do some time

Side one of Taylored in Silk includes a cover of Mel and Tim’s 1972 
“Starting All Over Again,” which was the duo’s frst top-ten Stax single 
afer the success of their 1969 hit “Backfeld in Motion” and was writ-
ten by Prince Phillip Mitchell, who also penned Millie Jackson’s 1973 
breakthrough hit “It Hurts So Good.” In sofening the edges of the Mel 
and Tim version, Taylor’s version ofered a reminder of the “new” Stax’s 
contribution to the soul tradition.
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“The Hang-Ups of Holding On”: Betrayal in the Archive

As part of Stax’s earlier agreement with Atlantic Records, the duo of 
Sam & Dave (Sam Moore and Dave Prather), though signed to the latter, 
more established label, were loaned to the Memphis label, where they 
were produced by the duo of David Porter and Isaac Hayes. Sam & Dave 
enjoyed success between 1966 and 1967 with a string of crossover singles 
like “Hold On I’m Coming,” “When Something is Wrong with My Baby,” 
“I Thank You,” and the classic “Soul Man.” The end of Stax’s relation-
ship with Atlantic was also the end of Porter and Hayes’s collaboration 
with Sam & Dave, who had to find new vehicles for their musical ideas. 
Porter and Hayes were not interested in replicating Sam & Dave or put-
ting together another male vocal group, so they recruited vocalists Anita 
Louis, Shelbra Bennett, John Corbett (also known by his stage name, J. 
Blackfoot), and Norman West for a group they called the Soul Children.

Musically, the Soul Children combined elements of deep southern 
soul, blues, gospel, and even elements of the sermon; at times, their 
music might be described as capturing the “Holy Ghost.” It was this ele-
ment of the Soul Children that initially brought J. Blackfoot to the at-
tention of Porter and Hayes, though at frst they tried to record him as 
a crossover artist. Writing about one of the group’s early singles, “I’ll 
Understand,” Bowman suggests that “what had not worked with Black-
foot as a solo artist is nearly too much to bear in the hands of Te Soul 
Children.”18 According to Porter, “Tat was the reason for saying the 
Soul Children—take it all the way to church. We just got real with it.”19

“Real with it,” in the case of the Soul Children, ofen meant songs 
that dealt with the deep complexities of relationships, particularly in the 
realm of the illicit and forbidden. Troughout the Soul Children’s four 
Stax albums, particularly their debut, The Soul Children (1969), Best of 
Two Worlds (1970), and 1972’s Genesis, the theme of infdelity features 
prominently. More than simply songs about cheating, the Soul Chil-
dren’s music deeply probes notions of betrayal, hurt, and regret, speak-

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



26  |  Love in the Stax

ing to deep fssures that can exist in families and communities around 
passion and desire. As Shelbra Bennett sings on the track “I’ll Under-
stand,” a song in which a man and woman accept that their afair might 
be too difcult,

While my sister call me low down, yes, she does
And my brother won’t even speak, no, he won’t
My daddy don’t want me around
But listen to this, my mama sayin’,
“Go somewhere else and eat.”

Given the tenor of the times, such themes not only resonated with lis-
teners’ everyday lives, but also tapped into powerful feelings of grief and 
loss—particularly in light of what could still be lost—in the afermath of 
the shootings of Medgar Evers, John F. Kennedy, Sam Cooke, Malcolm 
X, Robert Kennedy, and Martin Luther King Jr., iconic fgures whose 
deaths, for many, tested faith in God and nation. Te raw emotion of 
songs like “Te Sweeter He Is (Parts 1 & 2),” “Te Hang-Ups of Holding 
On” (which clocks in at over eight minutes), and “I Want to Be Loved,” 
the opening track on the Soul Children’s third album, Genesis, also cap-
ture broader emotions related to the failure of the State to adequately 
address the conditions of failing schools, poverty, and the lack of access 
to full citizenship.

On “Te Sweeter He Is,” the rich harmonies of the group, which 
boasted double male and female leads, creates a sense of multiple per-
spectives that mirrored a more democratic view experienced within 
Black communities. When the Soul Children sing the chorus, “Te 
Sweeter he is, the longer the pain is gonna last,” one hears, beyond the 
specifc concerns of the song, resolve regarding both the allure and the 
price of freedom and justice. “Te Sweeter He Is” captures some of the 
contradictions that Black Americans associated with such ideals of lov-
ing, symbolized by the nation-state, that were lef unrequited. “Te 
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Hang-Ups of Holding On” ofers another version of this cautionary tale 
about love and nation:

I keep seeing the bad in you
So tell me why every night I pray you don’t go? . . . 
When you’ve given all you got to give and you don’t receive nothing 

in return
It’s a hang-up.

Te full power of the Soul Children is on display on the track “I Want 
to Be Loved,” from Genesis. Te album features their signature style, 
which elides the distinctions between gospel and soul music, the sacred 
and the secular; this is the music of a revival. “I Want to be Loved,” an-
other song that clocks in at over eight minutes, gestures toward vocal-
ist Lorraine Ellison, who recorded the song in 1967 and came to some 
prominence in the 1960s while recording for the Gospel Chords—a 
group Al Bell was likely familiar with—before signing to Warner Broth-
ers subsidiary Loma Records as a solo artist. Whereas Ellison’s frst 
album, Heart and Soul (1966), found her in the territory of soul-pop 
singers like Dionne Warwick and Nancy Wilson, her followup Stay with 
Me, on which “I Want to Be Loved” also appears, is more devoted to 
the gospel world that produced her. Still, “I Want To Be Loved” written 
by her manager, singer-songwriter Sam Bell, who recorded with Garnet 
Mimms and the Enchanters on their 1963 classic “Cry Baby,” is a bit of 
an outlier, owing its sonic lineage to the gospel traditions of the 1950s.

In line with Stax’s archival practices, the Soul Children’s version of 
“I Want to be Loved” diverges from Ellison’s original, save its the open-
ing, and includes a dual sermon (or, rather, dueling sermons) between 
Shelbra Bennett and J. Blackfoot, before transitioning into an extended 
riff that briefly cites Simon and Garfunkel’s “Bridge over Troubled 
Water” and repeats the “rainbow” rif made famous by Chicago vocal-
ist Gene Chandler. Taken as a whole, “I Want to Be Loved” is a naked 
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28  |  Love in the Stax

performance, exposing deep desires for love and afection that I argue 
transcend basic desires to just be with someone. Te song issues a call for 
something larger than personal afection: for state redress and account-
ability, with the moral power of the Black church called into service via 
the expression of carnal desire.

“I’ll Take You There”: Spirits in the Archive

If the Soul Children brought the church to the bedroom (or, more apro-
pos, to the motel room), Stax also counted on a group like the Staple 
Singers to bring the church to the masses. The strategy of transformation 
and reinvention of the archive also applied to the Staple Singers, who 
began their career singing traditional spirituals and gospel songs behind 
a drum and guitar. Beginning in the early 1960s, the group, which initially 
featured patriarch Roebuck “Pops” Staples and his children, Cleotha, Per-
vis, Mavis, and, later, Yvonne, reached for a wider audience, interpreting 
songs from the burgeoning folk music scene, including covers of Woody 
Guthrie’s “This Land Is My Land” (1963), Bob Dylan’s “Blowin’ in the 
Wind” (1963), and Zilphia Horton’s version of “This Little Light of Mine.” 
Horton is most well known for transforming traditional gospel hymns 
into civil rights anthems, as part of her organizing at the Highlander Folk 
School, which served as a training ground for activists. The Staples’ 1967 
album For What It’s Worth, one of their last for Epic Records, perfectly 
captures the group’s relationship to the Black musical archive with covers 
of Pete Seeger’s “If I Had a Hammer,” (originally recorded as “The Ham-
mer Song” by the Weavers in 1950), “Wade in the Water” (made famous 
by the Fisk Jubilee Singers at the beginning of the twentieth century), 
and Buffalo Springfield’s 1966 recording “For What It’s Worth” (written 
by Stephen Stills). With Mavis Staples as lead vocalist, coupled with their 
increasing use of electric bass on their recordings, the group was primed 
to reach a mainstream audience.

All of these dynamics likely informed Al Bell’s interest in the Staple 
Singers. As an SCLC veteran who was familiar with the role of the High-
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lander School in the civil rights movement, Bell may have imagined tak-
ing the group’s archival strategy even further by Stax-ifying their sound. 
Te Staple Singers’ frst albums for Stax, Soul Folk in Action (1968) and 
We’ll Get Over (1970), both produced by Steve Cropper, feature covers 
of Otis Redding’s “(Sittin’ on) Te Dock of the Bay,” Te Band’s “Te 
Weight,” and Joe South’s “Games People Play,” as well as takes on popular 
soul recordings like Sly and the Family Stone’s “Everyday People” and 
“Te End of the Road,” which was released as a single by both Gladys 
Knight & the Pips and Marvin Gaye at Motown. With the exception of 
the reparations anthem “When Will We Be Paid,” which was covered 
thirty years later by Prince and symbolically appears as the last track on 
We’ll Get Over, the album’s overall feel is one of ambivalence, occupy-
ing liminal spaces between folk and soul music, as well as secular and 
spiritual themes.

With Al Bell at the production helm, the Staple Singers found their 
literal groove on the albums The Staple Swingers (1971), Be Altitude: Re-
spect Yourself (1972), and Be What You Are (1973). Leaving the relative 
comforts of Memphis, Bell took the Staples to Fame Studios in Muscle 
Shoals, Alabama (where Aretha Franklin recorded much of her genre-
defning I Have Never Loved a Man in 1967), to record The Staple Swing-
ers and Be Altitude: Respect Yourself. Te frst of those Bell-produced 
albums, which featured cover art of Roebuck “Pops” Staples pushing his 
adult daughters Cleotha, Yvonne, and Mavis on swings, encapsulates 
their new sound, now perfectly syncopated for the spiritual concerns of 
a secular world.

Even in this instance, the Staple Singers ofered a productive trip into 
the archive. “You’re Gonna Make Me Cry”—arguably the centerpiece 
of The Staple Swingers—is a cover of a song by the tragically under-
rated soul and blues vocalist O.V. Wright from 1965. Wright recorded 
for a short time on Goldwax, a Memphis-based label that also featured 
James Carr of “Dark End of the Street” fame. Tough Wright’s original 
background arrangements seem to have been inspired by what was even 
then the singular style of the Staple Singers—to which Anthony Heilbut 
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30  |  Love in the Stax

notes the debt owed by Aretha Franklin’s “Chain of Fools” and Gladys 
Knight and the Pips’ “Freedom Train”—on the group’s version the song 
is slowed down, and Mavis Staples’s vocals largely stand alone, whose in-
tervention, if you will, would be refected in fellow Memphis artist Ann 
Peebles’s own version of the song on her 1977 album If This Is Heaven.

As Bell later refected, he had always imagined the Staple Singers as a 
three-for-one opportunity, hoping to establish Mavis Staples and Pops 
Staples as solo artists, alongside the group’s recordings. It was a strategy 
used by Motown in the early 1970s to establish Michael Jackson and 
his brother Jermaine as solo artists with sustainable careers beyond the 
group. Beyond that, the group’s cover of Wright signaled a bridge to 
a murkier generic area where artists like Wright, Bobby “Blue” Bland, 
James Carr, Little Milton (who signed with Stax in the early 1970s), 
and even Aretha Franklin trafcked easily in blues, traditional R&B, 
soul, and some gospel. Stax’s excavation of the archive served as an 
attempt to render genre distinctions—at least as they related to Black 
music—obsolete.

While Bell valued the ability of the Staples Singers to push the 
boundaries of the archive, ultimately it was the vocal style of the 
group, and their brand of uplif politics, when secularized both the-
matically and musically, that helped to create a new, commercially 
viable, and unique archive for Stax. As Mavis Staple recalls in Respect 
Yourself: Stax Records and the Soul Explosion, “Pops would tell the 
songwriters. . . . If you want to write for the Staples, read the head-
lines—we want to sing about what’s happening in the world today.”20 
In Country Soul, Charles L. Hughes writes, “Al Bell saw the Staples as 
the cornerstone for reimagining Stax . . . the label marketed the Staple 
Singers as musical embodiments of the African American struggle 
for equality,” adding that the Staples were more than compliant: “Te 
group’s commitment to the struggle was more than rhetorical. Tey 
were involved in black activist campaigns throughout the period, in-
cluding regular association with [the National Association of Radio 
and Television Announcers]” (99).

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



Love in the Stax  |  31

“Up above My Head”: Sanctuary in the Archive

Pops Staples was fifty-four years old when the Staple Singers signed with 
Stax, and lead singer Mavis Staples was in her early thirties when the 
group hit its commercial stride in the early 1970s. No matter how much 
Stax and Bell might have viewed the Staple Singers in the context of what 
Hughes refers to as “musical Blackness” throughout Country Soul, their 
core demographic was aging in comparison to young Blacks who were 
becoming enamored with groups like the Jackson 5, the Edwin Hawkins 
Singers, and Sly and the Family Stone.21 Indeed even at Muscle Shoals, 
the sound of the Jackson 5 and their “corporation”-produced tracks was 
so palpable that Fame Studio head Rick Hall rescued the Osmonds from 
Disneyland and the barbershops of Utah with “One Bad Apple,” a song 
straight from the Motown playbook.22 Bell wasn’t much interested in 
“bubblegum soul,” but he did need to reach younger audiences, particu-
larly in the wake of the success of the Edwin Hawkins Singers, whose 
“Oh Happy Day” was a major crossover pop hit in the spring of 1969. 
With the Rance Allen Group, Bell sought to bridge the gap.

Rance Allen was the lead vocalist of a trio of brothers, including Tom 
Allen and Steve Allen, from Monroe, Michigan, who recorded their frst 
single in 1969. Afer winning a gospel talent show in Detroit in 1971, 
the trio came to the attention of veteran record promoter Dave Clark, 
who had joined Stax that year to launch the label’s gospel subsidiary, 
the Gospel Truth. Prior to his move to Stax, Clark spent nearly twenty 
years at Duke/Peacock Records, where he worked with standout gospel 
acts such as the Dixie Hummingbirds and the Mighty Clouds of Joy. 
As a child, Rance Allen toured the Midwest as “Little Rance Allen, the 
Boy Preacher,” much like a young James Cleveland, who frst sang for 
Tomas Dorsey, the “father of gospel,” when he was eight years old. 
Allen cited Cleveland as a primary infuence; the elder Cleveland, who 
at the time of the Rance Allen’s Group’s emergence was simply known as 
the “King of Gospel,” had come through the ranks apprenticing as Rev-
erend C. L. Franklin’s choir director in the late 1940s and serving as the 
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32  |  Love in the Stax

primary accompanist for the Caravans, one of the genre’s supergroups. 
Reverend Cleveland is largely credited with ushering gospel music into 
its modern period, centering large choirs in his productions, which aug-
mented the communal sensibilities of Black music already heightened in 
the midst of the civil rights movement.

As soul groups like Curtis Mayfeld and the Impressions sought to 
secularize the spiritual-uplif music of the era with tracks like “Amen” 
and “People Get Ready,” Cleveland’s success was grounded in rhythms 
that were attuned to the musical sensibilities of young Black Americans 
in the early 1960s. With regard to Reverend Cleveland’s best-known 
recordings, the iconic “Peace Be Still,” historian Claudrena Harold of-
fers that “its unique time signatures represented a sonic departure from 
much of the music played on Gospel radio during the early 1960s, but 
its message was quite familiar to most Gospel audiences. . . . Te words 
are familiar, but the delivery is not.”23 Music scholars Andrew Legg 
and Carolyn Philpott highlight Cleveland’s infuence in the context of 
performance practices in Black gospel music, noting that vocal “phras-
ing, for the gospel singer, is always subordinated to the expressive and 
rhythmic momentum and ‘swing’ of the song.” In terms of Cleveland’s 
vocal style, Legg and Philpott write, he “uses these African American 
concepts of rhythm and phrasing to communicate and express not only 
the music, but his character and his message with great intensity and 
depth of meaning.”24 Tese remarks capture the extent to which Rever-
end Cleveland, like his contemporary Ray Charles, demonstrated special 
interest in the role of gospel music, in terms of lyrical content, musical 
composition, and performance practices, in the secular world.

As part of a commentary on why she liked James Cleveland, Nikki 
Giovanni notes that “the church is a great archive of Black music.”25 To 
those ends, some of Cleveland’s most popular recordings in the early 
1960s were mined from the archives, including the aforementioned 
“Peace Be Still,” which transformed Mary Baker’s 1874 composition 
“Master, the Tempest Is Raging” into a gospel standard. On “I Can’t Stop 
Loving God” from his 1964 album I Stood on the Banks of Jordan, Cleve-
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land reworked Ray Charles’s crossover classic “I Can’t Stop Loving You,” 
itself a cover of country singer Don Gibson’s original. A decade later, 
Cleveland covered Gladys Knight and the Pips’ “You’re the Best Ting to 
Ever Happen” on his album Jesus Is The Best Thing That Ever Happened 
To Me (1975). Connected to long-established practices of borrowing and 
reanimation in Black music, it was also not surprising that one of Cleve-
land’s breakthrough songs, “I Had a Talk with God Last Night” (1963), 
would be secularized by Mitty Collier for her biggest hit a year later. 
Te Rance Allen Group borrowed Cleveland’s practice on the group’s 
Stax debut when they recorded a version of the Temptations’ “Just My 
Imagination (Running Away with Me),” adding new sacred lyrics, for a 
track they called “Just My Salvation.” Te Temptations original was the 
last single from the group to feature their original falsetto lead, Eddie 
Kendricks, and proved an ideal frst single for the Rance Allen Group 
and the Gospel Truth label to promote Allen’s own use of the technique.

Even as the Rance Allen Group expanded the archive by pushing 
the boundaries of the sacred and the secular, lead singer Rance Allen’s 
screaming falsetto created new ground on which to rebuild Stax’s ar-
chive. On tracks like “If I Could Make the World Better” (1972), “Just 
Found Me” (1975), “I Belong to You” (1978), and, especially,“Tat Will 
Be Good Enough” (1972) and “Up above My Head” (1972), Allen’s fal-
setto indexes notions of desire and transcendence that map onto ab-
stract themes of queerness as sanctuary, or what ethnomusicologist 
Alisha Lola Jones describes as a “dwelling place.”26 In the essay “‘You 
Are My Dwelling Place’: Experiencing Black Male Vocalists’ Worship 
as Aural Eroticism and Autoeroticism in Gospel Performance,” Jones 
explores “the ways in which Gospel singing is understood as erotic and 
sensual for nonheterosexual single believers, both performers and lis-
teners,” noting that “sexual abstinence discourses obscure the alterna-
tive forms of sensual and sexual exploration occurring in gospel music 
participation.”27

Writing about a tribute concert for Richard Smallwood that occured 
in 2016, Jones refects on the responses to two of the artists featured 
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in the concert: Charles Anthony Bryant and Anthony C. Williams 
(Tonex/B. Slade), both Black male vocalists who have publicly acknowl-
edged their queer identity. Jones writes that Bryant was described as 
sounding “‘like a real man,’” while B. Slade was “‘just too much.’” As 
Jones explains, “B. Slade is a high-signing male vocalist with a range that 
spans literally ‘whistle(d) tones’ down to the baritone,” whereas Bryant’s 
“baritone sonic persona is less likely to signify his queer potential in pre-
dominantly black gospel music context.”28 While Allen has never identi-
fed himself as queer, I’d like to linger on this notion that his falsetto was 
“just too much” in the context of his early Stax performances, and that 
“just too much” more palpably mapped onto the desires for disruptive 
Black political and social movement in the period.

“Up above My Head,” an early Stax single for the Rance Allen 
Group built around Rance Allen’s falsetto, ofers one of the best ex-
amples of a vocal style that might have been interpreted as excessive. 
Toward the song’s end. Allen sings the refrain “I hear the music way 
up above my head” before engaging in a vocal break with his broth-
ers that makes a clear reference to Sly and the Family Stone’s 1967 
breakthrough single “Dance to the Music.” In signaling their artistic 
debt to Sly and the Family Stone, particularly Sly Stone’s (Sylvester 
Stewart) own background in the sanctifed tradition, the Rance Allen 
Group broadened the concept of what gospel could be. Allen’s falsetto 
performance on “Up above My Head” also anticipates James Bald-
win’s Just above My Head (1979), the last of the author’s novels to be 
published during his lifetime, which examines the life and death of 
the fctional Arthur Montana, the “Emperor of Soul” whose queerness 
was closeted in the worlds of Black gospel and soul music. Te notion 
of singing “up above my head” or “just above my head” can also read 
as metaphors for queer or nonheteronormative desire, which would 
also apply to the Rance Allen song “Tat Will Be Good Enough for 
Me,” which the group revived from the archive of Reverend James 
Cleveland and that New Orleans–based gospel artist Raymond Myles 
would revive again in the 1990s. In this sense, the refrain of “Up above 
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My Head” not only conceptualizes Rance Allen’s vocal range, but also 
pivots to something otherworldly.

“Heaven, Tat Will Be Good Enough” was a James Cleveland com-
position, originally performed in 1964 by the James Cleveland Singers, a 
small ensemble with which Cleveland recorded in addition to his choirs. 
Te Rance Allen Group covered the song as “Tat Will Be Good Enough 
for Me” on their Stax debut Truth Is Where It’s At. Allen performs the 
song largely using Cleveland’s original lyrics, though the end of the song 
takes a dramatic turn when Allen sings,

Listen to the Lord talkin’
So that’s why I see you struggle
A long, long, long time
But I see here by your record
You’ve been doing just fne
I see the way you fought the devil on Ivory hill
Say, listen here, man, you’re what I call
A good Christian man.

Allen’s additional lyrics capture a vision of freedom—an aspirational 
insight, connected to actually conversing with “God”—that is not pres-
ent in Cleveland’s composition.

Allen’s vocal range, particularly in the higher register, sharply contrasted 
with that of Cleveland, whose range was rather limited. I would argue, 
therefore, that Allen’s performance of those lyrics in this higher register 
articulates a level of meaning that transcends Cleveland’s original intent. 
Where song lyrics like the following (also from “Heaven, Tat Will Be 
Good Enough”) imagine Black American bodies as transnational bodies, 
aligning with desires for travel and movement among the Black masses,

I’ve never been to Paris in the spring or the fall
I’ve never been to India, to the Taj Mahal. . . . 
I’ve never been to Switzerland, no, no, no, to see the winter games play
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Ooh, I’ve never been to New Orleans on Carnival or Mardi Gras 
day, yeah

Allen’s falsetto quite literally summons the power to transform Black 
American bodies into transnational bodies. Allen’s open-ended and 
ethereal vocals change Cleveland’s original lyrics from expressions of 
hope to expressions of possibility, as emblematic of the shifs that had 
occurred in Black politics between the time of Cleveland’s original re-
cording and Allen’s cover.

Te radical potential embodied in Allen’s falsetto can be witnessed a 
generation later in the work of the late New Orleans gospel singer Ray-
mond Myles. Like Cleveland and Allen, Myles was a child prodigy who 
by the early 1980s had formed his own group, the Raymond Anthony 
Myles Singers (or the RAMs). Myles was also openly gay, and, as re-
cord executive Leo Sacks explained, his queerness proved a challenge 
in pitching his music to a wider audience: “I told Raymond, ‘[Record 
labels] say you’re too famboyant.’ . . . He knew it was code. But it was 
unfathomable to him that his artistry could be rejected because of the 
perception of his homosexuality.”29 Afer a series of stellar live perfor-
mances, Myles was on the cusp of a commercial breakthrough with the 
album A Taste of Heaven (1995) when he was murdered in a carjacking 
in New Orleans in 1998.

Myles didn’t leave a wealth of recorded music, but his live album 
Heaven Is the Place (1997) is notable for the title track “Heaven Is the 
Place I Want to Be,” which reworks Cleveland and Allen’s “Tat Will Be 
Good Enough.” In a live setting, Myles’s back-and-forth with the audi-
ence and choir, as well as the more personalized narrative (“Te only 
thing Raymond Myles wanna do is just make it into heaven”) provides a 
communal context that did not appear in Cleveland and Allen’s version. 
Also, Myles’s additional lyrics, such as “I ain’t never been to New York 
City to see the famous Tanksgiving Macy’s parade,” highlight the spa-
tial and political disconnectedness that a city like New Orleans, with its 
high rates of poverty and environmental threats, experiences in relation-
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ship to the rest of the United States—issues made even more apparent 
seven years afer Myles was murdered, with Hurricane Katrina.

Whereas Reverend James Cleveland made no reference to political 
realities in his version of “Heaven, Tat Will be Good Enough,” and, 
as I suggested, the Rance Allen Group’s version gestures to a progres-
sive politics, embedded in Rance Allen’s falsetto, Raymond Myles and 
the RAMS’ version of “Heaven Is Te Place” makes an explicit politi-
cal intervention in a spoken-word section toward the song’s close. In 
what might be more technically described as a sermon, Myles draws the 
congregation in with “Can I tell you about . . .” and, afer a few appeals 
to more traditional spiritual and everyday concerns, calls attention to 
both the random violence within Black communities and the media’s de-
piction of anti-Black violence (“No drive-by shootings, and carjackings 
there. I won’t have to see my brothers on the news anymore being shot 
down in the streets like animals”). Additionally, Myles makes connec-
tions to the realities of White supremacy, referencing former Ku Klux 
Klan Grand Wizard David Duke, who had run for the US Senate the 
year before (“Tere will be no David Dukes there. . . . Tere will be no 
segregation there, no racism”).

Unspoken in Myles’s sermon is any clear reference to a place where 
one could safely engage in safe-sex relationships, without fear of homo-
phobic violence or sexually transmitted disease, yet he gestures to such 
a possibility in the song’s closing section with the refrain “I’m on my 
way, to a better place, I’ll take my rest, there I’ll be blessed,” which, in 
the context of the performance, is rendered as a Black or even afrofutur-
ist utopia. Tus, “just too much” might also be read as the possibilities 
of a Black future that simply can’t be contained in the contemporary 
moment.

Bell’s eforts to rebuild the archive was tethered to an agenda to ex-
pand the narrative about and sonic ranges of Black music in the era. 
Isaac Hayes’s contribution of what might be thought of a “symphonic 
soul” style—liberally borrowed in the 1970s by the likes of Marvin Gaye 
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38  |  Love in the Stax

and Barry White, and in the production aesthetics of Kenneth Gamble 
and Leon Huf at Philadelphia International Records—is one example. 
Te infuence of the Rance Allen Group on a Raymond Myles long afer 
their days at Stax is another example. And yet Bell’s vision had a deeper 
meaning, as Robinson notes: “By the 1970s, the music industry was one 
of the largest employers of African Americans in the city of Memphis, 
contributing tens of millions of dollars annually to the local economy.”30 
Bell’s desire to add value to Stax and its archive was also embedded in 
the economic and cultural value of a city like Memphis, and its role as “a 
leader in the global music industry, recognized not only for its distinct 
contributions to sound but also for its prolifc production of recordings 
at multiple iconic studios and labels across the city.”31 In under twenty 
years, Robinson writes, Stax had “created an iconic sound that tempo-
rarily transformed the neighborhood and forever transformed global 
music culture.”32
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2

“I Got the Blues of a Fallen Teardrop”

Erasure, Trauma, and a Sonic Archive of Black Women
Backwater blues have caused me to pack up my things and go
Backwater blues have caused me to pack up my things and go
’Cause my house fell down and I can’t live there no more.
—Bessie Smith, “Backwater Blues”

Perhaps resistance to the violence of slavery is survival, the will 
to survive, the sound of someone wanting to be heard, wanting 
to live, or wanting to die. But the struggle against dehumaniza-
tion is in the wanting. And sometimes we can hear it.
—Marisa J. Fuentes, Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, 
Violence, and the Archive

There’s a certain haunting presence in the 2008 Academy Award–
nominated documentary Trouble the Water. It’s a presence that is 
immediately felt by anybody who journeyed to the city of New Orleans 
in the years after Katrina. Tourists traveled through downtown New 
Orleans and the French Quarter blandly commenting on the limited 
hours of some of the city’s more authentic haunts, as the Lower 9th 
Ward, where portions of the city remained a decidedly barren reminder 
of the vibrant living cultures that once existed there, continued to serve 
as the most lasting monument of the destruction. If Hurricane Katrina 
offered what might be the only contemporary example of ethnic cleans-
ing in the United States, then the power of Trouble the Water comes 
from its brazen ability to summon the voices and spirits of those who, 
by force or by choice, have not returned to New Orleans. As a visual 
archive, Trouble the Water makes a striking intervention on the behalf 
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40  |  “I Got the Blues of a Fallen Teardrop”

of a city that lacked the bodies and the political will to make that inter-
vention itself.

Te flm tells the story of Kim Rivers Roberts, a twenty-four-year-old 
New Orleans resident and aspiring rapper, and her husband, Scott, as 
she documents their experiences before and afer the hurricane. Roberts 
uses a handheld video camera that she purchased for twenty dollars on 
the street prior to the storm. Produced in collaboration with Tai Leeson 
and Carl Deal (Citizen Koch, 2013), it might be inaccurate to describe 
Trouble the Water as a flm that tells the story of Roberts; rather, it de-
picts Roberts telling a story of loss, trauma, precarity, and resilience in 
New Orleans using archival footage that she herself shot. In this sense, 
Trouble the Water in some ways counters more ofcial corporate media 
and government accounts of the hurricane and its afermath, though 
Roberts’s intent for the footage that she shot and its use by Leeson and 
Deal represent very diferent advantages of counternarratives.

When New York Times flm critic Manohla Dargis writes, “Ms. Rob-
erts is such a charismatic fgure that she might have overwhelmed this 
movie. But Mr. Deal and Ms. Lessin have the big picture in mind, not 
just a personal portrait,” the notion of Roberts’s “charisma” might be 
read as a stand-in for her ingenuity during the disaster, an attribute that 
some critics might undervalue in stories about the victims of Hurricane 
Katrina and federal government malfeasance.1 As Courtney R. Baker 
writes, “Te victims of Katrina who acted on the part of their own sur-
vival were, in the eyes of the mass media and their public, altogether too 
capable to merit the status of ‘victim.’ If anything, Katrina survivors were 
victims of their own industry,” which “actually mitigated their recogni-
tion as victims.”2 Lessin admits as much, telling the New York Times, 
“All we had been seeing in the media were images of helpless victims or 
of looters. . . . Tose were the two archetypes. Kimberly and Scott were 
neither. Tey were survivors, and they were putting everything they had 
into protecting themselves and their community.”3

Dargis’s comments about Roberts’ “big personality” also begs the 
question as to why a Black woman’s survival and relative triumph can’t 
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be the “big picture.”4 Intentionally or not, Dargis speaks to the general 
devaluation of the stories of Black women and their archival work. Trou-
ble the Water exists in part because of the economic hardships faced by 
Black women, as well as so many Katrina survivors. Kathleen A. Ber-
gin notes that “gendered aspects of inequality endanger all women in 
a natural disaster. Tey cruelly intersected with race and class to par-
ticularize the danger for black women trapped in New Orleans dur-
ing Hurricane Katrina and housed in Houston’s shelters following the 
storm.”5 For those Black women, including Phyllis Montana LeBlanc, 
who was such a striking presence in Spike Lee’s documentary When the 
Levees Broke (2006), precarity wasn’t just the big story; it was the only 
story—an obsession, even. As Roberts told the Brooklyn Rail, “We’d run 
out of money. We had about a hundred dollars lef, and we was like, 
‘We ought to try to see what we could do with this tape; we might fnd 
somebody we could give this tape to; well not give it, but either sell it, 
or license . . . you know, see what it’s worth.’”6 Tese comments refect 
the do-it-yourself ethic of the hip-hop generation and the time-tested 
drive of African Americans to “make a way out of no way.” Survival is, 
of course, a distinctly improvisational mode of navigating the world, 
and Trouble the Water harnesses the rhythms of Black improvisation via 
Roberts’s audio and visual narration.

Trouble the Water stands in striking opposition to other popular rep-
resentations of a contemporary and gentrifed New Orleans, including 
the popular Hollywood flm Girls Trip, which presents the city in a vi-
brant, celebratory light, despite the real-life trauma experienced by its 
Black women characters; the animated The Princess and the Frog; The 
Curious Case of Benjamin Button; and the television series Treme, which, 
despite its progressive political critiques, contributes to a nostalgic ren-
dering of New Orleans that is dated, static, and believed authentic. As 
Roberts suggested in 2015, a decade afer Katrina, “She’s still interrupt-
ing quality of life for citizens of New Orleans who are not middle class 
and rich. For people in other neighborhoods it’s still tough. Te lower 
ninth ward didn’t get enough help or money to rebuild  .  .  . the kids 
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don’t even have access to bathrooms in a park here—that’s Katrina in 
another form.”7 It is this notion of “another form” that lies at the heart 
of my interest in Trouble the Water: it serves as a metaphor for the ten-
sions around, in this case, a Black woman’s archive, her curation of that 
archive, and the question of what might get lost.

In one of the flm’s opening scenes, as Roberts and her husband Scott 
prepare to be interviewed by the flmmakers, Roberts clearly states that 
she wants “this” to go “worldwide,” not remain merely “local.” Tis state-
ment serves as an early indication of Roberts’s resistance to victimization 
and her exertion of agency, which nonetheless does not discount the fact 
that she and so many others fell victims to forces beyond their control. 
As Baker argues, Roberts’s presence in the Trouble the Water counters 
corporate media attempts to “package scenes of atrocity to abet read-
ings that condemn nature or the victims themselves for the tragedy.”8 
Signifcantly, Roberts’ own captured footage features her in the role of 
the “on-the-spot” reporter, interviewing neighbors, especially children, 
about their plans as the storm approaches: in utilizing this mode, Rob-
erts anticipates loss that can still be documented as a form of condemna-
tion of state-sanctioned neglect.

In one example, Roberts approaches a group of preteen Black girls, 
who all respond to the coming storm with a level of Black girl sass em-
bodied by Roberts’s own flmmaking. One of the girls introduces herself 
with “I’m from the uptown 3rd Ward, ya heard me,” referencing a well-
circulated New Orleans colloquialism. Yet the phrase “ya heard me” also 
holds relevance as the title of a song recorded by rap artists Soulja Slim 
on his 2001 album The Streets Made Me. Soulja Sim, who hailed from 
“the uptown, ” is one of several New Orleans–based musicians who were 
born in the Magnolia Projects, including Juvenile and Jay Electronica, 
who contributed to the national relevance of New Orleans rap music 
via the labels Cash Money and No Limit Records. Te young girl’s af-
frmation of her origins may well have been emboldened by pride in the 
memory of Soulja Slim, who was murdered in 2003, and whose posthu-
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mous collaboration with Juvenile, “Slow Motion,” topped the pop charts 
the year before Katrina’s landfall.9

Te video for “Slow Motion,” which featured cameos by other New 
Orleans hip-hop dignitaries including Baby and Lil’ Wayne, served as a 
memorial not only for the late Soulja Slim, but also, unwittingly, for the 
Magnolia Projects, and New Orleans public housing writ large, by wed-
ding the city’s musical traditions with a built-environment that, in the 
wake of the hurricane, would largely disappear. As art historian Amber 
N. Riley notes, “In New Orleans, music is a signifcant investigative lens 
because it is a place-based tradition that permeates every inch of the 
city.” Tough “architecture is not ofen considered a form of cultural 
production,” Riley adds, it is a means to discuss the “social production 
of space, meaning in everyday life, and the power of public engagement 
with history. Built and natural landscapes contain a variety of narra-
tives.”10 Journalist Brentin Mock, writing on the ten-year anniversary of 
Katrina, observes that the imagery of the Magnolia Projects and “other 
large public-housing developments mostly live on in the memories of 
those who once lived in them—and in the imaginations of those who 
didn’t.”11

Mock goes on to contend that the music videos shot by Cash Money 
and No Limit artists in New Orleans public housing developments op-
pose the “new urbanist” perception of such spaces as “dens of misery,” 
adding that these artists “weren’t afraid to show the worst of these con-
ditions alongside the best . . . they were unconcerned with the white 
and middle-class gaze, and the judgement that comes with that.”12 
Roberts fnds her point of view as a flmmaker and archivist via her 
dismissal of the White gaze and rejection of the lens of so-called Black 
respectability. In the above example, Roberts privileges the worldview 
of a group of Black girls, generally dismissed both in Black and larger 
White communities as sources of knowledge. Given her sensibilities, 
it’s not surprising that Roberts showcases this footage of a young Black 
girl, whose insight, implicit in her citation of Soulja Slim, ofers a portal 
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to acknowledging the physical and cultural communities that would be 
destroyed by Katrina.

Robert’s strategy for representing New Orleans includes a key compo-
nent: her sampling of Black cultural ephemera. A trip to the store on her 
bike to buy red beans and smoked neck bones—New Orleans staples—
produces another series of interactions and refections that contribute to 
Roberts’s aim, in her own words, to show “the world that we did have a 
world” before the storm. For example, while sitting and joking with an 
uncle and his friends outside of the store, Roberts’s singing of Patti La-
Belle’s “On My Own” serves as commentary on law enforcement ofcers 
who were themselves feeing the city. Released in 1986, the duet “On My 
Own” between LaBelle and Michael MacDonald (he of contemporary 
“blue-eyed” soul lore) topped the pop charts that year and remains the 
most successful single for both artists. Roberts’s citation of the song, 
which is ostensibly about an impending breakup, ofers layered mean-
ings, related to law enforcement’s breaking of their oath to “serve and 
protect,” her potential “breakup” with the city of her birth, and, more 
literally, her decision to wait out the storm “alone” with her husband, 
while so many of her neighbors chose to leave.

In another example, in footage that was shot by Lessin and Deal when 
Roberts and her husband, Scott, return to their neighborhood two weeks 
afer the levees failed, the couple is confronted by one of their family 
dogs, who was lef behind but survived the food. Te dog is named 
“Kizzy,” a nod to Roots, Alex Haley’s fctionalized account of his fam-
ily’s origin story. In the context of the book and, later, award-winning 
miniseries, Kizzy was the daughter of the main protagonist, Kunte Kinte, 
who is captured in the Gambia and transported to the United States. 
Given the series’ popularity when it was broadcast in 1977, “Kizzy” be-
came a primary way of referring to an enslaved Black girl, in the era 
before Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl became more 
widely known, as a signifer of the impact of racialized sexual violence 
against Black women and girls.
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In a naming ceremony afer Kizzy’s birth, Kunte Kinte describes her 
as one who “stays put,” so there’s no small irony that the family dog 
named “Kizzy” in fact, stayed put. Yet the naming of the dog is pre-
scient, when considered along with earlier footage in the flm, in which 
Roberts describes herself as “the only stupid nigga who stayed.” Rob-
erts’s own afnity for “Kizzy” is important, as the character Kizzy plays a 
critical role in the miniseries in passing down the traditions and stories 
of Kunte Kinte and the people of the Gambia, particularly to her son 
Chicken George. In his cultural history of the groundbreaking minise-
ries, Matthew F. Delmont notes that many of the women characters in 
Alex Haley’s original book were underdeveloped, writing that “Kizzy 
does not appear in Haley’s early versions of his family history, and when 
she does show up in later drafs she is little more than a generational 
bridge to get from Kunte Kinte to Chicken George.”13 According to Del-
mont, “In the television series Kizzy has a character arc, and for a small 
measure of revenge, that she is denied in the book.”14 One of the most 
pivotal characters in the miniseries, Leslie Uggams, portrays Kizzy as 
a teenage girl, an adult and elderly woman over the course of three of 
the eight episodes, who in the end “becomes the matriarch for a com-
munity of enslaved people.”15 It is unknown how familiar Roberts might 
have been with Roots or the character of Kizzy. Tis example, though, 
as with others, highlights Roberts’s def use of Black vernacular to build 
a distinctly gendered metaphorical shelter from the winds of Hurricane 
Katrina and highlights sampling practices that exist beyond visual and 
sonic mediums.

In her short introductions and signofs throughout Trouble the Water, 
Roberts refers to herself as “Black Kold Madina,” her rap persona. Rob-
erts’s relationship to rap music and hip-hop culture illuminates the per-
sonal importance of archival practices to Roberts. She uses the decidedly 
male-centered cultural space of hip-hop as a vehicle for expressing the 
specifcity of her life as a Black woman. Roberts’s sampling of musical 
lyrics and referencing of popular culture, as in the naming of the family 
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dog, serves as an archive of Black survival and Black female transcen-
dence of trauma and tragedy. Roberts had believed that all of her own 
recorded music had been lost during Katrina, but when she and her 
husband landed in Memphis at the home of a cousin, she discovers a 
recording of her music that she had given to her cousin months earlier 
when he visited New Orleans.

Not surprisingly, Roberts’s sampling practices are most evident in 
the creation of her own music. Arguably the centerpiece of Trouble the 
Water is Roberts’s performance of the song “Amazing,” which samples 
the beat from “You Got Me,” the commercial breakthrough for the 
Roots in 1999 that featured vocals from Erykah Badu and earned the 
group a Grammy Award for Best Rap Performance by a Duo or Group 
in 2000. Te song had been cowritten by a then–little-known Jill Scott, 
who originally intended to record the song with the group, but the 
Roots were encouraged by their record company to seek out a more 
established artist. Te rapper Eve performs the song’s second verse, but 
didn’t appear in the song’s music video. Scott does sing on a live record-
ing of “You Got Me” that was released months later on the album The 
Roots Come Alive recorded at the Bowery in New York City. One hears 
on that version an almost mystical sense of perseverance from Scott, 
that foreshadowed her own breakthrough a year later with Who Is Jill 
Scott? Words and Sounds, Vol. 1.

Te history of “You Got Me,” in its various iterations, clearly illus-
trates the ways in which Black women’s labor was subsumed in the con-
text of the music industry in the late 1990s, although both Scott and Eve 
would ultimately use the song, and their relationship with the Roots ,as 
springboards for their own careers—in fact, Scott literally spells out her 
name in the live performance as a form of introduction. Tat Roberts 
would identify the song as an ideal platform for telling her own story of 
transcendence before Hurricane Katrina seems more than incidental. 
As David O’Grady writes, “In one of the more riveting and righteously 
ferce moments in recent documentary memory, Kim stares into the 
camera and raps along to the song.”16 In lyrics that detail the death of 
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her mother from AIDS and Roberts’s own turn to dealing drugs on the 
streets, O’Grady notes how Roberts’s “perseverance and resilience . . . lit-
erally redirect the lens pointed at the storm to reveal instead an America 
languishing in the shadows cast by a country’s shiny story of itself.”17 
Roberts’s lyrics (“I was just a little girl caught up in the storm”) which 
were recorded pre-Katrina, makes the connection between the storm of 
poverty and the natural disaster that exacerbated it.

Trouble the Water, and Roberts’s presence throughout, exemplify 
what the late historian Clyde Woods calls the “blues tradition of inves-
tigation and interpretation . . . a newly indigenous knowledge system 
that has been used repeatedly by multiple generations of working-class 
African Americans to organize communities of consciousness.”18 Rob-
erts’s narration draws on what Woods describes as “African-American 
musical practices, folklore, and spirituality to reorganize and give a new 
voice to working class communities facing severe fragmentation.”19 In 
and of themselves, those practices constitute ways of indexing, order-
ing, and archiving Blackness in the midst of material, spiritual, and, in 
some cases, physical loss. As Woods observes, “Tis tradition has been 
engaged in the production and teaching of African American history 
from its inception.”20 When queried as to why she decided to carry a 
handheld video camera during the storm, Roberts told the Brooklyn 
Rail, “I decided to flm because I realized we weren’t going to be able to 
leave—that was the fact . . . If I died, people gonna know how I died. So 
to some degree, I was feeling like my legacy should live on and people 
would know what had happened to us.“

Zu-Zu’s Song: Trauma and Citation in Five Days of Bleeding

Kim Robert’s citational creation of an archive throughout Trouble the 
Water finds a precedent in the experimental fiction of novelist Ricardo 
Cortez Cruz. Five Days of Bleeding (1995)—its title a reference to a wom-
an’s menstrual cycle—was Cruz’s follow-up to his award-winning debut 
novel Straight Outta Compton (1992), which was described by Kirkus 
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Review as “a rap, jive, and video-inflected hallucination of the L.A. black 
ghetto.”21 Like Straight Outta Compton, Five Days of Bleeding trafficks in 
rap lyrics, Black vernacular, and references to Black popular culture, cre-
ating a dense, insular archival project. Much of the novel’s action centers 
on the experiences of a young homeless Black woman named Zu-Zu, 
who is pursued throughout by a group of young, presumably Black men, 
led by a nefarious figure named Chops. As a character, Zu-Zu makes 
plain—often in the form of song—the violence and trauma that she expe-
riences throughout the novel, but she also labors on behalf of a sonic 
archive of Black women performers and as a caretaker of their legacies. 
Whereas Kim Roberts deployed a handheld video camera to tell a story, 
Zu-Zu’s decidedly analog technology is the Black women’s songbook.

Cruz’s creative treatment of Zu-Zu raises questions as to both the his-
tory and present of the character: How does one imagine how Zu-Zu got 
to that place, in that time, and in that way? On the surface, Cruz seems 
unable or even incapable of answering these questions, at least to the 
extent that we believe that a Black male writer can fully experience or in-
terpret the gendered and racialized existence of, in this instance, a young 
heterosexual Black woman. As the creator of Zu-Zu, and the world she 
inhabits, Cruz inhabits the ambivalent role of a male writer and archivist 
not dissimilar from the unnamed male narrator of the story, who, in his 
chaste romantic desire for Zu-Zu, also seems oblivious to the complexi-
ties of Black women’s experiences with trauma and violence, as well as 
pleasure and desire. In a videotaped interview with Deborah Brothers 
at Lincoln Land Community College, Cruz admits that he works as a 
speculative thinker who, in his practice, views himself as functioning 
much like a turntablist or deejay, sampling language, gestures, emotions, 
and other ephemera to achieve an efect of intertextuality.

While Cruz gestures toward flling in the blanks of the archive via 
speculative thought, this vision would be fully realized almost two de-
cades later in the work of Saidiya Hartman. Writing about young Black 
women, who, of the grid, “struggled to create autonomous and beautiful 
lives to escape the new forms of servitude awaiting them” in the early 
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twentieth century, Hartman notes that “in writing this account of the 
wayward, I have made use of a vast range of archival materials to rep-
resent the everyday experience and restless character of life in the city”, 
adding that “the aim is to convert the sensory experience of the city and 
to capture the rich landscape of Black social life.” Hartman’s theoretical 
contribution feshes out a world that Cruz only hints at.22

I am particularly struck by Hartman’s focus on the “sensory” aspects 
of the archive, to return to one of the epigraphs that opens this chap-
ter. In her book Dispossessed Lives: Enslaved Women, Violence, and the 
Archive, Marisa J. Fuentes writes, “Perhaps resistance to the violence of 
slavery is survival . . . the sound of someone wanting to be heard, want-
ing to live, or wanting to die. But the struggle against dehumanization is 
in the wanting. And sometimes we can hear it.”23 Tis puts me in mind 
again of Zu-Zu from Five Days of Bleeding, who also wants to be heard, 
and who to this end makes use of a sonic archive of Black women. What 
is there to be heard in the music, lyrics, and voices of early Black blues 
women singers like Clara Smith, Victoria Spivey, Sippie Wallace, and 
Edith Wilson, and how does the archive of their work animate and in-
form the life of a late twentieth-century-character who is navigating 
much of the same terrain?

Tat the novel is set in Central Park in the early 1990s is not insignif-
cant, as the relative obscurity of Zu-Zu’s life and the level of violence that 
she negotiates within it stands in contrast to the highly publicized Cen-
tral Park jogger case, which involved the rape of a young White woman 
in the park by Matias Reyes in the spring of 1989. Initially, fve Harlem 
teens, the so-called “Central Park Five,” were convicted of the crime, 
but exonerated years later when Matias confessed. Matias, a serial rap-
ist nicknamed the “East Side Slasher,” would be found reposnsible for 
the death of Lourdes Gonzalez and the rape of four other women, one 
of them only two days before the rape in Central Park, over a two-year 
period before police apprehended him in August 1989.24

Te “Whiteness” of the Central Park jogger efectively obscured and 
overshadowed Matias’s other victims, not to mention the many Black 
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and Brown women and girls who were subjected to sexual violence, 
some of it unreported, in and around Central Park. Tough fctional, 
the character of Zu-Zu illustrates the way violence against Black and 
Brown women fails to register in the public consciousness with the same 
urgency as sexual violence againt White women. Even when acknowl-
edged, sexual violence against Black and Brown women and girls simply 
does not generate the degree of concern that would lead to actively ad-
dressing such violence. Media scholar Marian Meyers makes a similar 
point in her study of the news coverage of “Freaknik,” an annual spring 
break gathering of African American college students, in which Black 
women were subjected to forms of sexual assault and violence. As Mey-
ers writes, “Te news media’s Freaknik coverage plan focused on traf-
fc and potential property damage. . . . Signifcantly, the news did not 
warn women that attending Freaknik might put them at risk of physical 
harm, nor did it actively seek out stories that dealt with violence toward 
women. Only when the cameras just happened to be where a woman 
was being or had just been physically assaulted did the violence become 
news.”25 Like Kim Roberts, Cruz, via Zu-Zu, looks at the myriad forms 
of violence.

In Zu-Zu’s male tormentors, Cruz references the phenomenon of 
“wilding,” which was attributed to the unjustly accused Central Park 
Five, and became, in the years before notions of “superpredators,” a 
public lexicon for describing unruly and dangerous Black youth. It goes 
without saying that the public imagination naturalized Black women 
and girls within the context of such violence and considered them com-
plicit. Stephen J. Mexal troubles the term “wilding,” suggesting that its 
usage can be traced to Black literary naturalism of the early twentieth 
century. He writes, “Properly understood, wilding acts as a site of her-
meneutic confuence, illuminating the degree to which both the histori-
cal language of wilderness and the contemporary cultural construction 
of postindustrial urban spaces inform American racialist discourse.”26 
I cite Mexal here to illuminate the ways in which Cruz utilizes the rap 
lyrics of characters in “the wild” of Central Park—a space though to pos-
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sess a “genteel, civilizing function”—to not only provide obvious com-
mentary on forms of toxic masculinity that circulate within the genre, as 
well as the oncoming surge of gentrifcation in New York City, in collu-
sion with the erosion of social and cultural space available to Black and 
Brown youth, that led them to the park in the frst place.

With her additional ability to trafc in the discourses of late 1980s 
and early 1990s hip-hop, since she is in fact a product of that sonic mo-
ment, Zu-Zu’s performativity might be viewed as dismissive of the rhe-
torical, emotional, and physical violence directed toward her, yet her 
deployment, in this instance, of the hip-hop archive best illustrates her 
acts of resistance. Zu-Zu uses her desirability as a sexual object as modes 
of both survival and pleasure to negotiate threats posed by the young 
men in the novel. In the words of Aimee Meredith Cox, Zu-Zu might be 
read as a “shapeshifer,” who reveals the “destructive nature of norma-
tive ways of life that valorize white supremacy, patriarchy, and modes of 
production that render young Black women at best superfuous and at 
worst valueless” in ways that mirror the lyrics of early twentieth-century 
blues women.27

Zu-Zu primarily references lyrics associated with Black women blues 
artists, many of whom were obscure.28 One example is Zu-Zu’s referenc-
ing of the title of Sippie Wallace’s “I’m a Mighty Tight Woman” (1929), in 
which Wallace sings,“I got all of them sayin’ that I’m tight in everything 
I do / I got all the men cryin’, I’m a broad that will never be blue.” Indeed, 
Zu-Zu’s own use of the archive of Black women’s song suggests that the 
archive served as both a fctive and literal shield against the violence 
threatened by some of the men in the novel. In an interview late in her 
life, Wallace told People Magazine, “Tere isn’t anything I sing about that 
hasn’t happened to me.”29 In her case, Zu-Zu’s use of the Wallace archive 
arguably allows her to tell her story in ways that Cruz himself might not 
have had the language to more fully explore.

Ofen, Zu-Zu’s use of the lyrics of Black blues women does the addi-
tional work of recovery. Wallace, who died in 1986, has largely been over-
shadowed by her one-time mentee Bonnie Raitt, who covered Wallace’s 
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“Woman Be Wise” and “Mighty Tight Woman” on her self-titled debut 
in 1971, and a year later began a friendship with Wallace that lasted until 
her death. According to Raitt, she discovered Wallace’s music afer being 
drawn to a photo of her on an album cover she saw in a record store in 
London in 1966. To Raitt’s credit, her interest in recording songs from 
Wallace’s catalog and her willingness to share the stage and recording 
booth with Wallace—Raitt appears on her last studio recording, Sippie, 
which earned the singer a Grammy nomination in 1983—helped Wallace 
live of of her art in her later years. As Raitt told People Magazine in 1982, 
“Sippie has always seen the struggle of the sexes with a sense of humor 
and compassion. . . . She knows that freedom is the name of the game 
even though women have always had to answer to men.”30

Ironically, when Raitt achieved her biggest success, winning four 
Grammy Awards, including Record of the Year with Nick of Time in 
1989, her triumph could have been read through the prism of the very 
generation of Black women blues singers embodied by Wallace. Te 
album was released three years afer Wallace’s death and afer a challeng-
ing period in Raitt’s life and career during which she was dropped by 
her previous label and struggled with addiction. As one New York Times 
critic opined about Raitt’s comeback, “Tree years ago, I would have 
gone on to lament the injustice of the fact that Ms. Raitt, a frst-rate folk-
blues singer who exudes a special sort of true grit, never got the com-
mercial recognition she deserved.”31 Te writer’s sentiment could have 
been arguably applied to virtually every Black woman blues singer from 
the 1920s (save the highly popular Bessie Smith). As such, Zu-Zu, in 
her way, recovers Wallace, among other underappreciated Black women 
blues artists, from obscurity.

A similar case can be made with Victoria Spivey, whom Zu-Zu also 
references, a longtime peer and collaborator of Wallace who may be best 
remembered for her role as Missy Rose in the 1929 flm musical Halle-
lujah, directed by King Vidor, in his frst “talkie.” With its Black cast, led 
by Daniel L. Haynes and Nina Mae McKinney, “King Vidor’s Hallelujah! 
of 1929 gave the folk musical genre its frst masterpiece and major im-
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petus.”32 Of Spivey’s performance, the Baltimore Afro-American wrote, 
“Tough new to the silver screen, Miss Spivey is by no means a stranger 
to the American public, especially the darker portion, as she is one of the 
featured singers on Okeh Records and her blues are known as the most 
typical, primitive on record.”33 What the newspaper calls “typical” and 
“primitive” likely refers to Spivey’s “Black Snake Blues,” a song cited by 
Zu-Zu in Five Days of Bleeding. Tough Spivey’s most well-known song 
from the 1920s, “Black Snake Blues” represents ground zero for the kinds 
of erasure that Black women performers both from that era and later 
have struggled against.

Recorded in 1926, a version of the song performed by Blind Lemon 
Jefferson was released by Paramount Records under the title “That 
Black Snake Moan,” and a year later by Okeh Records as “Black Snake 
Moan,” becoming Jeferson’s signature tune and one of the iconic re-
cordings from that era. Eighty years later, the song provided the title of 
a flm starring Samuel L. Jackson and Christina Ricci and directed by 
Craig Brewer, which brought new attention to Blind Lemon Jeferson. 
In a 1966 interview with Record Research Magazine, Spivey recalled, “We 
were buddies and everything went along swell until I heard his recording 
of ‘Black Snake Moan’ on Paramount which came out some months afer 
my original ‘Black Snake Blues’ on Okeh. It was so much like my ‘Black 
Snake Blues’ including the moan. I was really angry for a while knowing 
that Lemon and myself were like brother and sister in our jobs.”34 Robert 
Springer notes that it was “natural that reciprocal borrowings between 
traditional and ‘classic blues’ should occur,” adding “both artists were in 
a position to claim as their own their respective versions of a song whose 
words and music were part of folklore.”35

Spivey makes a fner point with regard to “reciprocal borrowings,” 
recalling how she confronted Jeferson over his use of her song: “Lemon 
had made me recall one night at a party before he recorded ‘Black Snake 
Moan’ that he asked my permission, ‘Hey, Vickie (that is what he used 
to call me!), I want to ask you something. Do you mind me using those 
snakes? I won’t do it like you do. I mean the moan.’ I said, ‘Help your-
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self ’ not taking him seriously and not believing that he would or could 
do it.”36 Spivey’s recollection highlights the fact that something in the 
exchange was hers—Jeferson couldn’t sonically reproduce her signa-
ture moan—but she also makes clear the commercial and artistic stakes: 
“‘Black Snake Moan’ not only made Blind Lemon Jeferson but pulled 
him out of the sticks.”37

Afer a successful career, Spivey settled into semiretirement in Brook-
lyn, New York, in the early 1950s, and began to take on a role as a care-
taker of the blues legacy of the 1920s. Notably, she was included among 
a group of musicians and journalists who helped raise money for a head-
stone for Mamie Smith, whose songs “Tat Ting Called Love” and “You 
Can’t Keep a Good Man Down” are considered the two recordings that 
launched the recorded blues era of the 1920s, and who was buried in an 
unmarked grave on Staten Island, New York, in 1946.38 Spivey was also 
proactive in protecting both her own legacy and that of the blues tradi-
tion that produced her, founding Queen Vee Spivey Records in 1962 as 
well as her own publishing company, which was distinctive in an era 
when few Black artists owned the publishing rights to their songs. It was 
with Spivey’s encouragement that Sippie Wallace agreed to tour Europe 
in the 1970s, afer the two recorded an eponymous album in 1970 on 
Spivey’s label.

Five Days of Bleeding was published before the Internet was widely 
available, and, as such, the lyrical references throughout Five Days 
of Bleeding function as analog era hypertext. In a 1990 essay on the 
phenomenon, Jakob Nielsen describes hypertext as “non-sequential 
writing: a directed graph, where each node contains some amount 
of text or other information.”39 James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake (1939) 
is thought to be an early example of hypertext in literary form. As 
poet Billy Mills writes, “Te book was, we can now see, crying out for 
the invention of the web, which would enable the holding of multiple 
domains of knowledge in the mind at one time that a proper reading 
requires.”40 Specifcally, Mills cites an annotated version of Finnegans 
Wake that led him to believe that it, and other “difcult modernist 
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texts such as Eliot’s The Waste Land and The Cantos of Ezra Pound” 
were early iterations of the genre.41

Although Mills traces hypertext to a distinctly European Modernist 
tradition, it might also be identifed in the context of what Henry Louis 
Gates Jr. calls the “trope of the talking book,” where the “double-voiced 
text emerges as the text of ultimate critique and revision of the rhetori-
cal strategies at work in the canonical texts of the tradition.”42 Hypertext 
might also be thought of in what Gates also identifes as the “speakerly 
text”: “a profoundly lyrical, densely metaphorical, quasi-musical, privi-
leged black oral tradition on the one hand, and a received but not yet 
fully appropriated standard English literary tradition on the other hand. 
Te quandary for the writer was to fnd a third term, a bold and novel 
signifer, informed by these two related yet distinct literary languages.”43 
In both instances, Gates alludes to a layering and unpacking that mim-
ics early forms of hypertext, particularly as a gesture toward the musical 
and the sonic—we might think of Stevie Wonder’s Talking Book, also. 
Zu-Zu’s citational practices throughout the book are the embodiment of 
Cruz’s use of hypertext.

In Zu-Zu’s citation of fgures such as Clara Smith (“Livin’ Humble”) 
Edith Wilson (“Vampin’ Liza Jane”), and Bessie Smith (“I’m Going Back 
to My Used to Be”) by Bessie Smith—who is perhaps more well known 
than her actual catalog of recordings—and the poetry of Angelina Weld 
Grimke (“I am the laughing woman with the black black face”), she not 
only utilizes their archive of cultural production to negotiate her own 
social condition; she also makes it visible to counter that archive’s era-
sure more broadly. It is through the novel’s narrator, who serves as intel-
lectual and emotional kin to Zu-Zu, that the novels makes this issue of 
obscurity in the archive even more plain.

For example, the narrator makes reference to the legacy of singer-
songwriter Syreeta Wright by citing the song “With You I’m Born Again,” 
a major pop hit recorded by Wright and Billy Preston in 1979 and one of 
the most recognizable songs in the novel. It brought together two artists, 
who were born a month apart in 1946, with notable musical pedigrees: 
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Wright came up through the ranks at Motown in the 1960s as a secretary 
for A&R representative Mickey Stevenson and as a backup singer, who 
eventually signed to the label under her given name, Rita Wright. She re-
corded the single “I Can’t Give Back the Love I Feel for You,” which was 
written by Nick Ashford and Valerie Simpson with Brian Holland and 
initially rejected by Diana Ross & the Supremes, but eventually recorded 
by Ross for her third solo album, Surrender (1971).44 Te song would 
also eventually be recorded by Dusty Springfeld for her album Dusty . . . 
Definitely (1968) and guitarist Jef Beck in 1972.45 “I Can’t Give Back the 
Love I Feel for You” is among the more than twenty songs that Wright 
recorded for Motown between 1967 and 1969, many of which remained 
unreleased for more than forty years.46 Among those songs were the 
demo vocals for Diana Ross & the Supremes’ “Love Child” (1968). Berry 
Gordy was enamoured enough of Wright’s voice, which was reminiscent 
of Ross’s, that she was among those considered to replace Ross when she 
lef the Supremes in 1969, at which point Gordy came up with the more 
exotic stage name “Syreeta.”47

Preston had been part of Little Richard’s touring band as a teen, pro-
vided accompaniment on some of James Cleveland’s iconic 1960s re-
cordings with the Angelic Gospel Choir, and later in the decade joined 
Ray Charles’s touring band—a musical apprenticeship few artists could 
claim. An organist by trade, Preston released several instrumental re-
cordings in the 1960s, including The Wildest Organ in Town (1966), 
which was arranged by a then-unknown Sly Stone. He came to promi-
nence for his contributions to the Beatles’ fnal studio albums Abbey 
Road (1969) and Let It Be (1970), on which he played electric keyboard 
and the Hammond B3 organ, most notably on the track “Get Back.” Dur-
ing this period, Preston recorded two albums on the Beatles’ Apple label, 
That’s The Way God Planned It (1969) and Encouraging Words (1970), 
both coproduced with George Harrison. Te latter album featured origi-
nal recordings of “My Sweet Lord” and “All Tings (Must) Pass,” both 
of which appear on Harrison’s frst post-Beatles solo project, All Things 
Must Pass (1970).
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Preston’s Apple recordings ofer early examples of the ways that his 
music, like that of Rance Allen and Donny Hathaway, ofen straddled 
diverse musical genres grounded in Black gospel traditions. Moving to 
A&M Records, Preston’s frst four albums for the label—I Wrote a Simple 
Song (1971), Music Is My Life (1972), Everybody Loves Some Kind of Music 
(1973), and The Kids & Me (1974)—all spawned top-fve pop singles, in-
cluding “Will It Go ’Round in Circles” and “Nothing from Nothing,” 
which topped the POP charts in 1973 and 1974, respectively. The Kids & 
Me also featured the original recording of “You Are So Beautiful,” which 
became the biggest hit of British vocalist Jim Cocker’s career when he 
recorded it in 1975. Preston’s It’s My Pleasure, released in 1975, included 
the obscure single “Fancy Lady,” which didn’t crack the top forty and 
was Preston’s highest-charting single until “With You I’m Born Again” 
was released four years later. “Fancy Lady” was the frst pairing of Pres-
ton and Wright, who wrote the song together.

At the time of “Fancy Lady,” Wright was still relatively unknown, ex-
cept as the ex-wife and muse of Motown legend Stevie Wonder. One 
early profle of the singer-songwriter describes her as Wonder’s “pro-
tégé,” apparently subscribing to the notion that the success of women in 
the industry—think Carole King (Gerry Gofn), Laura Nyro (Felix Cav-
aliere), and Roberta Flack (Donny Hathaway)—was largely the product 
of their professional, and sometimes personal, relationships with more 
powerful and even talented men.48 “With You I’m Born Again,” which 
peaked at number four on the pop charts, was Wright’s only single to 
break into the top forty (it charted eighty-six on the R&B charts) in a 
career that spanned nine full-length albums between 1972 and 1983. Tat 
“With You I’m Born” would be included on the soundtrack for a largely 
forgettable Gabe Kaplan flm, Fast Break (1979), only enhances what 
some might interpret as Wright’s one-hit-wonder status. Yet in the very 
way that Five Days of Bleeding’s narrator cites the Preston and Wright 
song, in tune with other citational moments throughout the novel, 
Wright herself ofers a portal into a richer and more complex narrative. 
In her case, the literal hypertext links, if you will, animate a creative 
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life and impact that has been, at best, forgotten, and, at worst, usefully 
obscured.

Born in Pittsburgh, --Wright moved to Detroit with her family at 
age eleven. She was interested in ballet, but when the cost of following 
that path proved prohibitive, Wright turned to singing and songwriting. 
In 1968 Wonder and Wright met at Motown, where Wonder began to 
set Wright’s lyrics to music. Teir frst collaboration was “It’s a Shame” 
(1970), cowritten with Lee Garrett, which was the breakthrough hit for 
the Spinners. “It’s a Shame” was followed by Stevie Wonder’s Signed, 
Sealed, Delivered (1970), the title track of which Wright cowrote (with 
Garrett) and later served as election anthem for President Barack Obama 
in 2008. To my mind, a scan of Wright’s partnership with Wonder in 
that period challenges the notion that he was her Svengali and even sug-
gests that Wright herself played a more pivotal role in their careers.

Wright and Wonder were married in 1970, and although the marriage 
only lasted eighteen months, their romantic and professional union pro-
duced Wonder’s Where I’m Coming From (1971), in which Wright and 
Wonder cowrote all of the album’s tracks, including the iconic “Never 
Dreamed You’d Leave in Summer.” Tough Wright and Wonder’s collab-
orations are ofen read through the context of their marriage, Wright’s 
contributions on Wonder’s Music on My Mind (1972) and the landmark 
Talking Book (1972), including her role as a featured background vocalist, 
occurred afer their marriage had efectively ended. Te duo also con-
tributed two tracks, “I Am Yours” and “Something Lovely,” to the Main 
Ingredient’s Wonder tribute album Afrodisiac (1973). Indeed, Wright’s 
Wonder-produced solo albums, Syreeta (1972) and Stevie Wonder Pres-
ents: Syreeta (1974), appear afer their divorce. All told, Syreeta Wright 
earned thirteen songwriting credits on four Wonder albums between 
1970 and 1972. Ironically, even the simple act of reading the liner notes 
from Wonder albums in the period creates a context in which Syreeta 
Wright’s own obscurity further obscures that of fellow songwriter 
Yvonne Wright (no relation), who emerged as a new Wonder collabora-
tor in the period.
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Yvonne Wright frst appeared on Wonder’s Music on My Mind as a 
cowriter of “Girl Blue” and “Evil” (later featured on a standout episode 
of the Emmy Award–winning series Atlanta). “Girl Blue” would be cov-
ered a year later by the Main Ingredient on Afrodisiac. Yvonne Wright 
also contributes songwriting on “You’ve Got It Bad Girl” and “I Believe 
(When I Fall in Love It Will Be Forever)” on Talking Book, as well “Tey 
Won’t Go When I Go” on Fulfillingness First Finale (1974), a song later 
covered by George Michael, and, much later, “Black Orchid” from The 
Secret Life of Plants (1979). “Take a Little Trip” from Perfect Angel (1974), 
the breakthrough album for former Wonder backing vocalist Minnie 
Riperton, was also cowritten by Wright with Wonder.

Troughout this period, Wonder earned three Grammy awards for 
his albums, leading to his elevation as one of the most critically ac-
claimed pop music artists of the 1970s. Indeed, Innervisions (1973) and 
Fulfillingness First Finale, the albums that follow Talking Book, both won 
Album of the Year in 1974 and 1975, and Wonder remains the only artist 
to achieve that feat (he would make it three of four with Songs in the Key 
of Life in 1977). It was at this point that Wonder was largely viewed as a 
singular genius, and to the extent that his work was perceived as collab-
orative, it was in the context of the contributions of Robert Margoulef 
and Malcolm Cecil, who introduced Wonder to the possibilities of elec-
tronic music via their use of the Moog synthesizer. Rarely was Wonder’s 
output considered a byproduct of his collaborative relationships with 
Yvonne Wright and Syreeta Wright. Yet it is not too far to reach to sug-
gest that it was in fact Wonder who served as a songwriting apprentice 
under Wright.

Wright and Wonder’s partnership did produce two breathtaking and 
vastly overlooked albums, Syreeta and Stevie Wonder Presents: Syreeta. 
With songs like the original “Black Maybe,” later covered by jazz trum-
peter Freddie Hubbard, and covers of Lennon and McCartney’s “She’s 
Leaving Home” and the Smokey Robinson–penned “What Love Had 
Brought Together,” Wonder’s production of Syreeta claims the singer’s 
voice as a template for his own writing: he literally works his own song-
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writing talents through her voice. Yet it is Wright’s own songwriting that 
anchors the album, notably on the Wright-penned “Happiness” and 
“To Know You Is To Love You,” cowritten with Wonder, who also joins 
Wright on lead vocals. A year later B. B. King would record a version of 
the song, backed by the famed Philadelphia International house band 
MFSB and Wonder, that became one of a handful singles by the blues 
legend to break into the pop top forty.

Te followup album Stevie Wonder Presents: Syreeta ofers more of an 
accounting of the couple’s frayed romantic relationship. In an interview, 
Wright recalled that “we got married at a very young age and no one 
gave us a manual. Going through a divorce at the same time we were 
making that album, songs like ‘Heavy Day’ have something to do with 
what we were going through.”49 Wright suggests that the song “Spinnin’ 
and Spinnin’” was about another woman Wonder was dating—perhaps 
Yvonne Wright, with whom he was also romantically linked. According 
to Wright, she “felt he would get emotionally injured by that situation 
and he did.”50

Syreeta Wright died in July 2004, Yvonne Wright in January 2016. 
Both were integral collaborators of Stevie Wonder in the period in which 
he transitioned from a child star into a fully fedged musical genius, al-
though their infuence has largely been erased from that narrative. Such 
erasure does not take place suddenly, but constitutes the process that vi-
sual artist Carrie Mae Weems rightly describes as a “slow fade to black” 
in the title of her 2010 exhibition.

Slow Fade to Black: Linda Jones, Carrie Mae Weems, and 
Obscurity in the Archive

One of Zu-Zu’s contributions to Five Days of Bleeding is the recentering 
of Black women’s trauma within a broader narrative of Black margin-
alization, and the recognition of the role of Black musical traditions in 
the mediation of and resistance to trauma and violence. In mainstream 
culture, more often than not, the lives of Black women are reduced to 
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their anger and style. For example, in February 2016, T: The New York 
Times Style Magazine featured a group of then relatively unknown and 
largely independent Black female R&B vocalists in a piece entitled “The 
Season’s Most Seismic Earrings, on R&B and Hip-Hop’s Rising Stars” 
featuring artists Lord Narf, Abra, Dej Loaf, Empress Of, Jean Deaux, 
SZA, and Tinashe and accompanied by a short behind-the-scenes film. 
Director Florida Naitijo presents several of the artists in a way that finds 
the camera constantly trying to pull them into focus, a tactic that recalls 
the work of artist and MacArthur “genius award” winner Carrie Mae 
Weems, whose 2010 exhibition Slow Fade to Black deliberately presents 
a generation of early to mid-twentieth-century century Black women 
artists in a manner that might be described as shadowed echoes of them-
selves, or what Emily J. Lordi might recall as resonances: knowable to 
those who might know, but are unaware of the stories of those women, 
and largely unknowable to a generation that doesn’t care to know.

Te short flm shows the young women singing the Charles Fox and 
Norman Gimbel composition “Killing Me Sofly (With His Song),” cho-
sen likely in homage to Lauryn Hill and the Fugees, whose breakthrough 
album The Score (1966) is anchored by a version of the song, which is 
best known for Roberta Flack’s version, which was the title track of her 
1973 Granny-nominated album and would earn Flack the Grammy for 
Record of the Year. Te lyrics have long been the source of discussion, 
though for my purposes I’d like to explore the meaning of the opening 
lines in particular—“Strumming my pain with his fngers / Singing my 
life with his words”—as means to explore the ways that Black female 
pain and trauma serves as an erotic source for Black male intellectual 
and artistic production, ofen at the expense of the visibility, and at times 
audibility, of Black women.

Tis claim about the productive uses of Black women’s pain and 
trauma, in the form of their art, by Black male writers and scholars, is 
one made by scholar Emily J. Lordi in her book Black Resonance: Iconic 
Women Singers and African American Literature. Writing initially about 
the work of Bessie Smith, Lordi states that “ever since Bessie Smith’s 
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improbably powerful voice conspired with the emerging ‘race records” 
industry to make her “the frst real ‘superstar’ in African-American pop-
ular culture, black writers have memorialized the sounds and detailed 
the politics of black women’s singing.” Citing James Baldwin’s essay “Te 
Uses of the Blues,” Lordi writes, “Baldwin fgures Black female musi-
cians in particular as embodying a material, extratextual reality that his 
writing must validate (or make legible?). . . . Te efort is to cast [Bes-
sie] Smith and [Billie] Holiday as embodied “others” to and enabling 
forces for the more “cerebral” art of black men.”51 Providing some con-
text to my earlier conversation about Stevie Wonder’s collaborative re-
lationships with Syreeta Wright and Yvonne Wright, Lordi notes that 
“Baldwin’s essays and fction consistently repeat this structural logic: in 
several works, the telos of Black female singers’ testimonies to sufering 
is a Black male’s creative breakthrough.”52

Baldwin’s own conceit here, made explicit by Lordi, can also be iden-
tifed in the myriad ways that the artistic labor of Black women has been 
exploited for more direct political designs. Consider the moving scene 
in the flm Selma, when Martin Luther King Jr. (David Oyelowo) calls 
Mahalia Jackson (portrayed by the vocalist Ledisi) in the middle of the 
night, to essentially calm his nerves and serve as his personal music 
streaming service. Te music of Aretha Franklin and Nina Simone, for 
instance, is regularly interpreted as responses or reactions to the racial 
politics of the era, rather than as indexes of the abuse and betrayal that 
occurred at the hands of Black men in their own personal lives. Despite 
our ofcial remembering of that era, Franklin’s passion in “Respect” 
could have easily been reserved for her philandering husband/manager 
Ted White, or Simone’s subtle rage on “I Wish I Knew How It Would 
Feel to Be Free” could conceivably have been directed at her own abusive 
husband, Andy Stroud.

I’d like to shif, though, to an artist who is far less known and know-
able than Franklin and Simone, but who utilized her art most directly 
to speak to her own pain. In his book In the Break: The Aesthetics of the 
Black Radical Tradition, Fred Moten describes Billie Holiday’s Lady in 
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Satin as a “record of a wonderfully articulate body in pain.”53 Recorded 
as Holiday’s body was literally failing, Lady in Satin lacks the robust-
ness and sass that mark so many of her earlier recordings. Here, though, 
Holiday is defant, embracing death in the full bloom of her imperfec-
tion. As Moten writes, Holiday “uses the crack in the voice, extremity 
of the instrument, willingness to fail, reconfgured as a willingness to 
go past.”54 Te same could be said for Soul singer Linda Jones, who re-
corded her most famous tune, “Hypnotized,” eight years afer Holiday’s 
death. What links Holiday and the largely obscure Jones is the violence 
they enacted both lyrically and musically within the realm of their vocal 
performances—a violence that, in large part, was a response to their 
own physical sufering. To echo the words of Elaine Scarry, how does 
one sing of a body in pain?

Born in Newark, New Jersey, in 1944, Jones spent much of her child-
hood and early adulthood struggling with a debilitating case of diabetes. 
Te disease led to Jones’s early demise at the age of twenty-eight, in the 
midst of successful week-long engagement with Joe Tex at the Apollo 
Teater in Harlem in 1972.55 Vocally, Jones’s style can best be described 
as “fts of melisma”: that particular style of vocal performance marked 
by the singing of single syllables across several pitches, likely one of the 
reasons, in addition to lack of national distribution of her records, Jones 
never found a mainstream audience for her music. Tough some found 
her performances as overwrought, that was exactly the point; Jones per-
formed songs like “Tat’s When I’ll Stop Loving You” or “For Your Pre-
cious Love” not simply as performative gestures, but as if she was singing 
for her life.

Jones’s music demanded an emotional investment, specifcally in the 
lives of Black women, that mainstream audiences, I’d like to argue, were 
at the time likely incapable of making. Jones’s performances were in-
spired by a depth of pain that the music of Aretha Franklin, who at-
tracted a broad mainstream audience in the late 1960s, more actively 
attempted to transcend. While Jones had peers in this regard—the tragic 
career and life of Esther Phillips being a prime example—few could 
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match her vocal calisthenics. As Rolling Stone critic Russell Gersten once 
commented, Jones sounded like “someone down on her knees, pound-
ing the foor, suddenly jumping up to screech something, struggling to 
make sense of a desperately unhappy life.”56

What distinguishes Jones from a fgure such as Holiday was the extent 
to which Jones made palpable the infuence of the Black church on her 
vocal style. An early profle in the Baltimore Afro-American notes the 
“ease with which she sings comes directly from singing in the church 
choir for 15 years in Newark, NJ.”57 As such, Jones hailed from a genera-
tion of vocalists who were making the transition from the gospel choirs 
of their youth to the secular music charts. In this regard, Sam Cooke 
served as a tremendous infuence, which can be clearly heard on Jones’s 
soul-stirring performance of “Tat’s When I’ll Stop Loving You” on the 
live recording Never Mind the Quality . . . Feel the Soul, released post-
humously in 1997. Cooke’s singing was a model of control and restraint, 
performed under the guise of aesthetic risk-taking, arching to reach that 
high note only to foat seamlessly across a phrase. Jones, in compari-
son, had no interest in playing to the fction that she was in control of 
anything: the music, her voice, and, at times, her own body. Both art-
ists conveyed an aura of vulnerability that made their music so moving 
to audiences—Cooke’s emotiveness was particularly striking for a male 
singer—but in Jones’s case she was vulnerable, and each performance 
functioned as an attempt to grasp the humanity slowly slipping away 
from her.

Like Cooke, Franklin, and Sly Stone, among others, Jones helped to 
secularize African-American gospel ritual in the late 1950s and 1960s. 
In his work on the tradition of African-American gospel quartets, the 
specifc tradition that helped produce Cooke, Ray Allen writes, “In its 
ritualized context, gospel performance promises salvation for the be-
liever in this world as well as the next. Chanted narratives remind lis-
teners of their past experiences, collective struggle, common southern 
and familial roots, and shared sense of ethnic identity.”58 By enacting 
these rituals, Jones likely provided her audience with some language to 
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better interpret the aspects of her performance that were simply beyond 
language. In this regard, Jones literally had to talk through those aspects 
of her pain—testifyin’, as it were—in order to better galvanize her largely 
African American audience around her pain, and, by extension, the pain 
uniquely experienced by all African-American women.

Jones’s desire to give tangible meaning to her pain can be seen in 
her performance of “Tings I Been Trough.” Ostensibly a song about 
a woman surviving the infdelity of a partner, Jones’s sermonic break 
midway through the song transforms it into a performance of Black 
women-centered resistance in which Jones seemingly relishes her lit-
eracy of African-American church traditions. Speaking directly to her 
audience, Jones says, “I don’t believe you people out there no what I’m 
talking about. I hear people say that it’s a weak women that cries. But I 
do believe that there are very few women that can stand up under all 
of this pressure without out at least shedding one tear. I do believe that 
some of you out there have had heartaches and pain of some kind. . . . 
Now if you have, I just want you to raise your hand and say with me just 
one time . . . now mercy, mercy, mercy, mercy, whoo, whoa.”

The irony for Jones is that it was never about simply “shedding 
one tear,” but a cavalcade of shrieks, screams, and cries that found its 
place in the violence she did literally to each note she sang. As Elaine 
Scarry observes in her now-classic book The Body in Pain (1985), one 
of the dimensions of physical pain is “its ability to destroy language, the 
power of verbal objectifcation, a major source of our self extension, a 
vehicle through which the pain could be lifed out into the world and 
eliminated.”59

“Tings I Been Trough” highlights the intonations of Jones’s music, 
particularly with regard to the connections it makes between the Black 
preacher and African American musical idioms. According to jazz 
scholar Robert O’Meally, the “black preacher presents a rhythmically 
complex statement in which melisma, repetition, the dramatic pause, 
and a variety of other devices associate with black music are used,” not-
ing that the “man or woman of the Word,” ofen “drops words altogether 

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



66  |  “I Got the Blues of a Fallen Teardrop”

and moans, chants, sings, grunts, hums, and/or holler the morning mes-
sage in a way that one of [Ralph] Ellison’s characters calls the ‘straight 
meaning of the words.’”60 Writing in the late 1980s, O’Meally captures in 
his analysis a progressive notion of the gender politics of the Black pul-
pit, but when Jones was recording in the late 1960s, the idea of a Black 
female preacher (and there were many) was still a fairly radical concept, 
especially during an era when many still presumed Black men of the 
cloth to be the logical public voices of Black communities; think here 
of James Brown’s deliberate marketing of Jones’s contemporary Lynn 
Collins as “the female preacher.” “Tings I Been Trough” stands out 
because it exemplifes Jones’s employment of the Black preacher tradi-
tion, historically one of the most prominent sites of Black patriarchal 
power and privilege, in the service of addressing Black female pain and 
struggle. Consider how, for example, Jones disturbs assumptions about 
the relationship between physical emotiveness and weakness by stating 
that there are “very few women that can stand up under all of this pres-
sure without at least shedding one tear.”61

Jones’s music can also be considered transgressive because of the way 
that it exploited African-American religious rituals for distinctly secular 
concerns. Te same could be said about the Black liberation struggle of 
her era, which consciously utilized the discourses of Christianity to ad-
dress the political and social realities of the Black masses. In this regard, 
Jones’s music was focused on the more immediate concerns of pleasure 
and joy amid the physical pain that largely defned her life as exemplifed 
by her rendition of “For Your Precious Love,’’ popularized by Jerry But-
ler and the Impressions in 1958. Like “Tings I’ve Been Trough,” Jones’s 
version of “For Your Precious Love” features a sermonic break, while 
also providing a spoken introduction. Midway through the song, Jones 
specifcally addresses the women in her audience directly: “Sometime I 
wake up in the midnight hours, tears falling down my face. And when 
I look around for my man and can’t fnd him, I fall a little lower, look a 
little higher, kind of pray to the Lord, because I always believe that Lord 
could help me if nobody else could. But sometimes I think that he don’t 
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hear me, so I have to fall a little lower on my knees, look a little higher, 
kind of raise my voice a little higher.” Here Jones suggests that the “Lord” 
has not been fully attentive to her needs. Tough this could be read as 
a rejection of religious practice, I’d like to suggest that, given her use of 
African American gospel ritual, that here Jones instead rejects the dis-
tinctly masculine concerns (“he don’t hear me”) that ofen frame such 
practices. In other words, Jones suggests that if such practices were fully 
cognizant of the lives of Black women, as embodied in her own voice, 
the emotional and sexual desires of Black women would be addressed. 
In her case, the desire for companionship in the midnight hour was in-
fused with the knowledge that any midnight could be her last.

Akin to the musical performances of Linda Jones, the photography 
of visual artist Carrie Mae Weems expresses visual cognizance of the 
lives of Black women. Weems is most well known for The Kitchen Table 
Series (1990), a series of domestic photographs depicting her situated at 
a kitchen table. Tough the series frames the lives of Black women—and 
Black life more broadly—within a context of intimacy and interiority, 
Weems has ofered another view about her motivations in making it: 
“To place a woman boldly front and center in the work and have her 
look back at the audience. Tere was a time in the ’50s, ’60s, and ’70s 
when women didn’t really know how to present themselves before the 
camera.”62

Linda Jones does not appear among the Black women that Weems in-
cludes in her 2010 series Slow Fade to Black, which features blurred pub-
licity photos of iconic Black women performers from the mid-twentieth 
century such as Marian Anderson, Dorothy Dandridge, Abbey Lincoln, 
Dinah Washington, and Mahalia Jackson. Te series served as an exten-
sion of Weems’s career-long practice of forcing viewers to grapple with 
the intricacies of Black womanhood. As fellow photographer Deborah 
Willis notes, “Weems uses publicity stills of universally known black ac-
tresses and vocalists to remember and reevaluate these stars from the 
past. Weems reimagines their images through the sof-focus representa-
tion of their sensual, iconic, and constructed poses, evoking the past.”63 
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Tat these women are in fact iconic, albeit via a decidedly civil rights 
movement–era Black gaze that saw many of them as pantheons of Black 
respectability, ofers the potential for misreading Weem’s intent—for in-
stance, in Robert Storr’s reading of Weems’s photos, where he suggests 
“the partial obliteration of detail renders them more obviously theatrical 
than the originals, while it disperses their mythic qualities into an efer-
vescent aura of untouchable fabulousness.”64

Storr’s comments, however favorably intended, fatten Black women’s 
identity into a form of performativity that obscures more complicated 
realities of pain, trauma, and struggle. Te obscurity of many of these 
women, in comparison to their Black male peers and White female 
counterparts, highlight a general lack of attentiveness to the specifcity 
of their lives. In a review of a 2014 presentation of Slow Fade to Black, 
critic Maurice Berger notes that the photos “play on the concept of the 
cinematic fade, the transition of an image to or from a blank screen. Te 
freeze-frame makes it impossible to tell whether the scenes are fading 
out or fading in—whether the women themselves are disappearing or 
materializing.”65 As such, Slow Fade to Black ofers a view of the lim-
inality of Black women in the archive, always already in the processes 
of being found or being erased—processes that are heightened by the 
failure to adequately curate their presence in the archive. As Weems 
told Berger, “I started to realize that I rarely heard mention of these 
women. . . . Unless, I was playing them on CDs in my own home, I didn’t 
hear them or see them much anymore. Tis saddened me.”66 Weems 
added, “Tey are disappearing, dissolving before our eyes.”67

Slow Fade to Black speaks specifcally to Weems’s practice as an artist, 
and more broadly to the idea of Blackness in the archive. In an exchange 
with photographer Dawoud Bey, Weems asserts, “It’s fair to say that 
black folks operate under a cloud of invisibility—this too is part of the 
work, is indeed central to the work.”68 Weems’s work visually addresses 
notions of Black female invisibility, just as Zu-Zu and Linda Jones coun-
tered such invisibility via literature and music, respectively. To Weems’s 
point that “Black people are to be turned away from, not turned to-
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ward—we bear the mark of Cain. It’s an aesthetic thing,” there is the 
question of what there is in the archive to be turned away from. What 
are the connections to be made between the trauma found in the archive 
and the shame associated with the acknowledgment of that trauma (“the 
mark of Cain”)? Te autobiography of yet another icon of soul and R&B 
provides some insight.

Whose “Danny Boy”? Trauma, Betrayal, and Loss in the Archive

Though less remarked upon than his contemporary James Brown, the so-
called “hardest working man in showbiz,” Jackie Wilson (also known as 
“Mr. Entertainer”) literally worked himself to death, collapsing on-stage 
in 1975 and remaining in a semicomatose state until his death in 1984.69 
Wilson’s catalog includes classic oldies such as “Lonely Teardrops” and 
“(Your Love Keeps Lifting Me) Higher and Higher.” Though he was from 
Detroit, and Berry Gordy penned some of his early hits, Wilson never 
recorded for Motown, which became associated with any upbeat tracks 
recorded by African Americans in the 1960s. Ironically, a track like Mar-
tha and the Vandellas’ “Dancing in the Street,” which sonically epitomizes 
the Motown sound, was as much about taking it to the streets politically 
as it was about happy Negroes dancing their troubles away.

In the late 1950s, before the watershed moments of the civil rights 
movement and the emergence of Black Power discourses, distinct politi-
cal commentary by artists and in the music was ofen muted. Yet there is 
no denying that Black performers, regardless of gender, were subjected 
to ofen-inhumane logics of legal segregation that denied them access 
to food, lodging, and other facilities while traveling on the road, as well 
as threats and acts of anti-Black violence. Yet women and transgender 
performers were themselves subjected to gender violence by the pro-
verbial “soul men” of the era. If those men had few outlets for publicly 
complaining about how they were treated, what, then, were the circum-
stances for women performers, who not only risked their livelihood and 
safety challenging White supremacy, but also the retribution of their 

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



70  |  “I Got the Blues of a Fallen Teardrop”

males peers and the broader Black community for holding Black men 
accountable for sexual violence?

Tese questions could be raised in light of singer Patti LaBelle’s rev-
elation in her 1996 memoir Don’t Block the Blessings that Jackie Wilson 
and a friend tried to rape her when she was a young performer with the 
Bluebelles in the 1960s. If we are to consider the point of James “Tun-
der” Early, a fctional Marvin Gaye–like fgure from the stage produc-
tion and later flm Dreamgirls, that mid-twentieth-century R&B was 
shorthand for “Rough and Black” rather than “Rhythm and Blues,” then 
it’s reasonable to believe that many Black women tethered to the econ-
omy of the Chitlin’ Circuit were literally made black and blue by acts of 
sexual assault perpetrated by Black male artists. Wilson himself is no 
outlier; even his biopic Get On Up, James Brown admits as much, while 
consigning the relevant events to of-screen.

Labelle made her claim in print more than thirty years afer the fact; 
she told the Washington Post that she hadn’t even shared the story with 
her husband until she began working on the book.70 LaBelle’s unwilling-
ness to share the details of her attempted rape is not unusual for victims 
of sexual violence. Yet when she does tell her story, that story evokes a 
sense of betrayal. As Black music and culture became more popular in 
the 1950s and 1960s, particularly among White American youth, Black 
performers stood at the forefront of the racial uplif project, aimed to hu-
manize African Americans for Whites. As such, Black men and women 
shared the risk associated with traveling on the Chitlin Circuit, yet for 
some Black women performers the threats existed both in the literal land-
scape of anti-Black racism and in the intimacies of shared racial struggle. 
Given the history of lynching, for example, and the centering of Black 
male life in the discourses of Black resistance, many Black women felt 
compelled to remain silent in response to sexual violence by Black men.

Tough Jackie Wilson is remembered for his radio-friendly hits, he is 
also renowned for his interpretation of a composition that some might 
read as a direct response to trauma and loss: “Danny Boy,” written in 
1910 by British songwriter Frederic Weatherly and set to the music of 
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the Irish song “Londonderry Air.” Generally regarded as an anthem of 
Irish Americans and ofen sung at the funerals of law enforcement of-
fcers, “Danny Boy” might seem an odd choice for Wilson to record. But 
his connection to “Danny Boy” was personal: it was his frst recording 
under the nickname of Sonny Wilson in 1953, before he replaced Clyde 
McPhatter as lead singer of the Dominoes. As Susan Whitall writes in 
her biography of Wilson’s Detroit friend and sometimes nemesis Little 
Willie John, “Danny Boy” was a sentimental favorite that both singers 
included in their repertoires. As Wilson’s frst wife, Freda, recalls, “He’d 
always win amateur nights doing ‘Danny Boy,’ and when he recorded it, 
he did it the same way.”71

In the same period, “Danny Boy” was also covered by Sam Cooke 
and Patti Labelle and the Bluebelles. But it was not, however, some nov-
elty song explicitly utilized by Black performers to cross over to White 
audiences; it was a song that resonated among Black audiences. “Danny 
Boy” would become, in fact, Wilson’s signature tune; he ofen closed his 
shows with it. As music critic Don Walker notes in Tony Douglas’s Jackie 
Wilson: Lonely Teardrops, “By the time Wilson hit the fnal cadenza in 
which he wrings 23—count ’em—notes out of the word ‘therefore,’ I was 
convinced there wasn’t a pop singer alive who could stretch such a thin 
piece of material into the aural equivalent of an Armani suit.”72

I surmise that LaBelle’s own earth-shattering version of “Danny 
Boy,” recorded with the Bluebelles for the Parkway label in 1962, was at 
the root of Wilson’s assault as an attempt to “discipline” her for chal-
lenging his ownership of the song, particularly in distinctly Black per-
formance spaces. Tis was part of the reality of the Chitlin’ Circuit, 
where money was tied to the billing of the artist on the marquee: if 
somebody out-sang an artist one night, the more efective singer might 
appear higher on the marquee the next. Te struggle for “top billin’” 
stands among the myriad of reasons why singers of less stature than 
Labelle might get lost in the archive.

But let me make the claim that Labelle also owned that song, in the 
way that Black performers have ofen created an intimacy with pieces 
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of art never intended for their use or consumption. Wilson and Labelle 
transform “Danny Boy” into something that Weatherly never intended; 
ain’t nothin’ “Irish ballad” about the song the way they sing it. Wilson’s 
second version appears on Soul Time, an album that fnds him between 
the successes of the early 1960s and his commercial resurrection later 
in the decade. Released in April 1965, Soul Time may be one of Wilson’s 
most accomplished recordings, featuring “Danny Boy” as well as the 
opening track “No Pity (in the Naked City).”

“Danny Boy” began to circulate among Black performance publics 
during the historical moment in which Paul Robeson reimagined “Ol’ 
Man River,” a song written by Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein 
II and featured in their musical Show Boat (1927), in which Robe-
son starred. As Shana Redmond writes of Robeson’s revisions in the 
post–World War II period, “Robeson infused the song with the con-
temporary currents and political of the struggles for civil rights and 
self-determination in the workplace . . . . ‘Ol’ Man River’ was Robeson’s 
clarion call in Robeson’s crusade for civil and human rights.”73 As Red-
man further notes, per the work of Bernice Johnson Reagon, a signif-
cant amount of Black protest anthems from the frst half of the twentieth 
century can be described as “adapted songs with a new purpose.” Cit-
ing another example from that period, Redmond writes of “We Shall 
Overcome” that the song “rose to prominence as the anthem of the Civil 
Rights Movement but began its political life as a freedom song in a labor 
battle on the southeastern seaboard.”74

In Wilson’s hands, “Danny Boy” is performed as nothing less than 
a dirge. Like so many of the hymns that Black Americans transformed 
into anthems of loss, resistance, and resurrection—for example, Alfred 
E. Brumley’s “I’ll Fly Away” or Civilla D. Martin and Charles H. Gabriel’s 
“His Eye Is On the Sparrow”—Wilson’s 1965 version of “Danny Boy” 
indexes the immediate losses of his contemporaries Sam Cooke and 
Malcolm X, the ongoing drama that was the Selma campaign, and also 
the bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church. Tough “Danny Boy” 
never rose to the level of national recognition of “We Shall Overcome” 
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or Robeson’s “Ol’ Man River,” it was a Friday and Saturday night anthem 
for those whose most accessible freedoms might be the time they spent 
at the Apollo in New York or Chicago’s Regal Teater.

“Danny Boy” no longer forms part of the live repertoire of Black per-
formers from the generation in which Wilson and Labelle made the song 
most famous for Black audiences. Te version recorded by the Bluebelles 
was one of the group’s most successful during the 1960s, before their 
transformation into the proto-Black feminist funk group known simply 
as Labelle. Yet the title track of the Bluebelles’ frst album for Atlantic 
would provide Patti Labelle with another anthem. Te studio version of 
“Over the Rainbow” was hit for the Bluebelles in 1966 and, like “Danny 
Boy,” became a feature of their live performances.

In the national consciousness, “Over the Rainbow” remains tethered 
to Judy Garland’s performance of the song in The Wizard of Oz (1939), 
though for more than ffy years afer the Bluebelles’ studio recording, 
the song remains a centerpiece in Patti Labelle’s live performances. A 
version appears on her 1981 studio album The Spirits in It, as well as 
at least two of her live recordings: Patti Labelle Live! (recorded at the 
Apollo Teater in 1991) and Live! One Night Only, from the Hammer-
stein Ballroom in New York City in 1998. In the light of the song’s origi-
nal popularity, Labelle’s performance of the song might be misread, but 
considered in the context of songs like “Danny Boy” and “Lif Every 
Voice and Sing,” it might be seen instead as aspirational, an efort to 
transcend the traumatic circumstances of aspects of Black life in the 
1960s and beyond. Given The Wizard of Oz’s relation to the fantastic, 
and the futuristic garb worn by Labelle, Sarah Dash, and Nona Hendryx 
wore as the group Labelle in the 1970s, “Over the Rainbow” might even 
be thought of as an example of Afrofuturism.

“Over the Rainbow” is not the only anthem that has become a fxture 
of Labelle’s concert performances. “You Are My Friend,” cowritten by 
Labelle, her then-husband Armstead Edwards, and her musical director 
Charles “Budd” Ellison, appears on Labelle’s frst solo album Patti La-
belle (1977). A modest R&B single, the song was transformed two years 
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later when it appeared on disco icon Sylvester’s live album Living Proof 
(1979). In Sylvester’s hands, the song transformed into an anthem for 
the Black LGBTQ community and its allies. During the course of the 
eight-minute performance, recorded at the War Memorial Opera House 
in San Francisco in March 1979, four months afer the shooting death 
of Harvey Milk, the frst openly gay elected ofcial in the state of Cali-
fornia, Sylvester shares the spotlight with Izora Armstead and Martha 
Washington, his backing vocalist known as “Two Tons O’ Fun” and later 
member of the Weather Girls and “It’s Raining Men” fame. Te gesture 
was important because it highlighted the shared fate of a queer Black 
man and two Black women—notably two plus-sized Black women, in-
visible in their excessiveness—and while obvious critiques can be made 
about possible gender appropriation on Sylvester’s part and the eco-
nomic and power dynamics of his relationship with backing vocalists, 
the gesture spoke to their mutual marginalization in Black communities 
and virtual silencing on Black radio.

In the afermath of Sylvester’s death from complications of AIDS in 
1988, Patti Labelle’s performance of “You Are My Friend” (which, in-
creasingly, more closely resembles Sylvester’s cover than her original) 
represents a larger gesture of alliance with Black LGBTQ communities, 
and those living with HIV. In this way, Labelle’s channeling of trauma in 
her life could be said to illustrate the broader concerns of those margin-
alized in Black communities via sonic interventions that challenge the 
invisibility of Black women in the same context.
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“Promise That You Will [Tweet] about Me”

Black Death in the Digital Era

In July 1979, Edward Hope Smith and Alfred Evans, both aged fourteen, 
disappeared within four days of each other in the city of Atlanta, Geor-
gia. Their dead bodies were discovered later that month. In September 
and October, two other Black children, Milton Harvey and Yusef Bell, 
aged fourteen and nine, respectively, also disappeared and were found 
dead. These deaths would be the first known of what came to be referred 
to as the Atlanta child murders, in which close to thirty Black children 
and teens were found dead over a two-year period. Wayne Williams was 
tried and convicted of the last two murders—notably, of the oldest of 
the victims. Williams was never charged with the other murders, which 
remain unsolved, though conventional wisdom attributes them to him. 
The belief that Williams was a scapegoat occasioned James Baldwin’s 
last original work before his death in 1987, the book-length essay The 
Evidence of Things Not Seen (1985).

Easily one of Baldwin’s most overlooked works, the literary icon 
wrote the book afer covering the Wayne Williams trial on assign-
ment for Playboy in 1982 and was most remarkable at the time of its 
publication for Baldwin’s expressed belief in Williams’s innocence. 
Yet The Evidence of Things Not Seen also provided insight into the 
contradictions of Black American life in an era that many interpreted 
as a pinnacle of twentieth-century Black aspiration, considering the 
increased visibility of Black public fgures in entertainment, sports, 
and politics. As Baldwin writes, “Te missing, menaced, murdered 
children were menaced by color and locality; they were—visibly—
Black, which in this republic, is a kind of doom, and actually poor—
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which condition elicits from the land of opportunity and the work 
ethic a judgement as merciless as it is defensive.”1

Baldwin also captures an awareness of dread among Atlanta’s Black 
youth, quoting one teen, “I’ll be coming home from (baseball or foot-
ball) practice and somebody’s car will come behind me and I’ll be 
thrown into the trunk of the car and he’ll drive the car away and I’ll 
never be found again.”2 In this instance, what Baldwin records is the 
sense of precarity that working-class and poor Black youth began to 
associate with their daily experience, in strong contrast to the guarded 
optimism of, say, the Black middle class. As Baldwin writes, “Te use-
fulness, however, of the Black “middle class” to the southern city—
that is, to the maintenance of the White status quo—was, and had to 
be, so dubious a matter, that is is fair to say that it existed, principally, 
in the imagination of the White South,” adding that “this ‘class’ was 
not created by the White imagination, but by Black apprehension of 
their Black history, and by those institutions that their ancestors had 
forged.”3 In light of perceptions of and by Atlanta’s Black middle class, 
Joe Vogel reminds us, such precarity was generally viewed “in the eyes 
of many white Georgians and white Americans [as a] black problem. 
Black parents didn’t watch out for their children; black police botched 
the investigation; and black leaders proved unable to govern and make 
the city safe.”4 Many in the Black middle class agreed, mirroring yet 
another iteration of respectability politics.

A week afer the bodies of initial victims Smith and Evans were 
found in July 1979, Michael “Wonder Mike” Wright, Guy “Master 
Gee” O’Brien, and Henry “Big Bank Hank” Jackson walked into a 
New Jersey recording studio to lay down tracks for what would be-
come “Rapper’s Delight.” Te release of “Rapper’s Delight” in early 
September 1979 is generally recognized as the moment when hip-hop 
culture ascended to mainstream consciousness. Tough seemingly 
disconnected from the Atlanta child murders, throughout the 1980s 
and into the early 1990s hip-hop culture emerged as one of the pri-
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mary locations where Black American youth articulated their politi-
cal concerns, aspirations, and social criticisms, allowing them to bear 
witness to the circumstances of their lives in ways that were unprec-
edented at the time.

For the generation of Black youth who grew up on hip-hop culture, 
in both local and national iterations, the Atlanta child murders may 
have also informed their identity. Vogel notes that “it is not mere co-
incidence that the Terror of Atlanta (1979–1981) coincided with the 
birth of cable news. CNN launched in the summer of 1980.”5 Te new 
media platform contributed to what became a spectacle of Black death 
in the city of Atlanta: “With each new headline—‘Tey found another 
body’—the plot continued and the media was on the scene, snapping 
pictures of lifeless children.”6 By the early 1990s, hip-hop had emerged 
not only as a vehicle for Black youth to address their political and 
social positions in the United States (and, increasingly, globally), but 
also as a space for exercising their agency in mourning rituals.

Te widely circulated footage of the police beating of Black motor-
ist Rodney King in 1991 also had a signifcant impact on the media 
landscape, as the footage easily mapped onto narratives that had been 
widely circulated in hip-hop lyrics, particularly in the subgenre of 
“gangsta” rap. As Vogel highlights, the emergent new platform of 
CNN and the introduction of the twenty-four-hour news cycle found 
resonance in the two events, observing that “CNN reached the sec-
ond highest ratings in its history in 1982, the year of the Wayne Wil-
liams trial and the network’s peak ratings came in 1991, the year of 
the Rodney King beating and the Gulf War.”7 Ofen overlooked amid 
the grand narratives of Rodney King’s beating and the community 
outrage over the acquittal of the police ofcers charged with it was 
the shooting death that year of ffeen-year-old Latasha Harlins, who 
would be among those rescued from the obscurity and mundaneness 
of Black death by hip-hop culture and the Black digital publics of the 
early twenty-frst century.
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A Fallen Black Girl

Latasha Harlins would not live to see the birth of Twitter, but it is dif-
ficult not to summon her name among hashtag memorials for any 
number of dead Black youth: Aiyana Stanley-Jones, Renisha McBride, 
Jordan Davis, Hadiya Pendleton, Michael Brown, Trayvon Martin. Two 
weeks after the Rodney King beating in 1991, Harlins, aged fifteen, was 
shot in the back of the head by Soon Ja Du during a dispute in Du’s 
grocery store in South Central Los Angeles. Harlins would be found 
dead on the ground with two crumpled dollar bills in her hand, a $1.79 
bottle of orange juice on the counter above her. Much about Harlins’s life 
and death is all too familiar: another Black girl denied girlhood while 
still recovering from the murder of her mother—herself denied a Black 
girlhood—a few years earlier.

As Du testifed during her trial, when she saw Harlins in her store, 
see didn’t she a Black girl who loved Bell Biv Devoe (BBD)—a “round 
the way girl” with the “New Edition Bobby Brown button” on her sleeve 
once lovingly described by LL Cool J. Rather, Du saw,on the basis of her 
teenage son’s “expertise,” a “gang member”—a perception that evacuated 
Harlins’s identity as a young Black female.8 Conventional wisdom has it 
that the dramatic deaths of Black women and girls simply don’t inspire 
the agitation invoked by the names Emmett Till or Trayvon Martin; to 
be sure, we’d be hard pressed to think of a Black woman or girl who reso-
nates in our collective psyche the way Till and Martin do.

Yet my interest here is not simply about indexing perceived gender 
divides in Black public mourning, let alone for Black bodies that don’t 
ft into neat gender categories. Harlins’s murder stands as a marker for a 
generation of young Blacks who, at the dawn of the digital era, living in 
homes wired for twenty-four-hour cable television, publicly expressed 
their mourning for her death. Videos of Harlins’s shooting and King’s 
beating circulated on local and national news broadcasts in ways that 
carried the gravity of Lee Harvey Oswald’s murder on live television or 
the televised images of young civil rights activists being hosed on south-
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ern streets. For many, this served as an introduction to media going 
“viral”; the reality of anti-Black violence had literally “bled” into the 
living rooms of America, courtesy of handheld cameras and enhanced 
security technology. As then–Deputy District Attorney Roxane Carva-
jal asserted opening arguments, “Tis is not television. Tis is not the 
movies. Tis is real life. . . . You will see Latasha being killed. She will die 
in front of your eyes,” her comments anticipating reality TV and social 
media. (In fact, MTV’s The Real World launched weeks afer the 1992 
LA riots.)9

Before broadband, digital social media, and public access to the In-
ternet, the relative availability of this footage gave both events a sense 
of immediacy matched only by the sight of Emmett Till’s bloated and 
mutilated body in the pages of Jet Magazine in 1955. I’m certainly not 
suggesting that Black folk in the 1950s experienced anti-Black violence 
in any way other than immediate; rather, that the real-time dynamic 
in which they watched Harlins’s shooting and could organize accord-
ingly was pronounced. Te tragic shootings of Latasha Harlins and 
Trayvon Martin a generation apart provide useful framing for the roles 
that handheld technology, digital culture, and social media have played 
in the lives of Black youth in mourning, protesting, and responding to 
scenes of violence and trauma.

Using the video footage of the 1991 shooting of Latasha Harlins as a 
signpost for the beginnings of the digital age, I will explore how Black 
youth have utilized digital and other forms of new media to negotiate 
violence. Harlins’s shooting at the hands of a Korean shop owner in a 
largely Black neighborhood has been viewed as the catalyst in a series 
of events that culminated in a week of violence in Los Angeles in 1992 
afer the acquittal of four police ofcers accused of assaulting Rodney 
King. Te outpouring of digital mourning in the afermath of Tray-
von Martin’s death in 2012 at the hands of an unofcial neighborhood 
watchman might be read as the logical product of a generational shif in 
expressions of public grief. But I’d to suggest that Black folk—in this in-
stance, Black youth in particular—have ofen navigated the dynamics of 
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mourning with an attentiveness to Black archival ephemera, or what we 
might think of as ritual, while making creative use of available technolo-
gies, as an attempt to subvert the invisibility and silencing embedded 
within spectacles of Black death and pain.

Who Got the Camera

In the opening scene of the 1993 film Menace II Society, directed by 
Albert and Allan Hughes, characters Caine (Tyrin Turner) and O-Dog 
(Larenz Tate) are thrown into a confrontation with two married Korean 
American store owners, who are eventually shot and killed by O-Dog. 
The killing of the couple would lead to Caine’s now-famous deadpan 
comment: “Went in the store to get a beer, came out an accessory to 
armed robbery and murder. It was funny like that in the ’hood some-
times.” The film’s opening, which lasts less than three minutes in real 
time, reflects a microhistory of stereotypes projected onto the bodies 
of Black youth, including that they are always thieves, even when they 
clearly indicate their intention to pay for goods and services (“Hey, man, 
I said I’m gonna pay you, won’t you calm your motherfuckin’ nerves”). 
The violence in the encounter pivots on a classic insult in African Amer-
ican vernacular: the male store owner comments, “I feel sorry for your 
mother,” and the relative decorum of their verbal exchange gives way 
to a rage that ends in the unwarranted shooting deaths of the two store 
owners. There is no small irony in the fact that mundane activities like 
simply going to the store to get a (nonalcoholic) beverage, as Latasha 
Harlins and Trayvon Martin did, could end in acts of violence and even 
death, though they would never be able to convey their experience from 
Caine’s perspective as the shooter and not the victim.10

Te shooting death of Latasha Harlins can be considered a primary 
referent in the opening scene of Menace II Society in the sense that it 
refects grocery stores as microcosms for the tensions between the Ko-
rean American store owners and Black customers. Te real and fctional 
tensions mirrored conficts then taking place in major American cities 
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and historical incidences of new immigrants opening businesses in his-
torically Black communities where Black residents were ofen denied 
access to capital to do the same, a dynamic also addressed in Spike Lee’s 
1989 flm Do the Right Thing. In New York City, for example, fghts broke 
out between Black women customers and Korean American store own-
ers at the Tropic Market in the Bedford-Stuyvesant section of Brooklyn 
and the Red Apple Market in Flatbush. Both incidents produced pub-
lic boycotts, that in the second instance, to the dismay of some Black 
residents, necessitated mediation by New York City’s frst Black mayor, 
David Dinkins.11

In Menace II Society, the privileging of what the Hughes brothers 
might have presumed as the more universal narrative of trauma and 
violence directed against Black men marginalizes the experiences of 
Harlins and the women in the New York City, ironically as Harlins was 
a source of inspiration to fip the script, if you will .Indeed the directors 
give Caine the agency to pull the trigger before having the trigger pulled 
on him. In her book The Contested Murder of Latasha Harlins: Justice, 
Gender, and the Origins of the L.A. Riots, Brenda Stevenson suggests 
that victims of racialized State violence like Harlins and or even King 
were seen by some Black citizens as “symbols of a community’s savaged 
past and fragile future,” adding that, as a relative youth (King was only 
twenty-fve years old at the time of his beating), “the black community 
viewed both Rodney and Latasha as victims whom the criminal justice 
system had not just failed to protect, but that had indeed contributed 
to their brutalization.”12 Whatever trauma Caine and O-Dog avert (and 
King, for that matter, in surviving his attack), Harlins was aforded a 
very diferent and tragic fate, unlike that of Caine later in the flm, one 
that was not of her own making. Yet it is also the issue of hypervisibility, 
rendered as new technological forms of surveillance of Black bodies, 
that bind Harlins’s shooting death to that opening sequence in Menace 
II Society.

Stevenson recalls that “the image of Du shooting Harlins, available 
because the Empire Liquor Market’s anti thef video camera captured 
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the event, was on a constant loop, along with the Rodney King beat-
ing video.”13 As Mike Davis writes in his classic City of Quartz: Exca-
vating the Future in Los Angeles, emergent technologies “established a 
new epistemology of policing, where technologized surveillance and 
response supplanted the traditional patrolman’s intimate ‘folk’ knowl-
edge of specifc communities.”14 In Los Angeles, such surveillance was 
provided an additional sheen of insidiousness with the use of what Ice 
Cube described in his song “Ghetto Bird”: “French Aerospatiale helicop-
ters equipped with futurist surveillance technology.”15 Te emergence 
of the kinds of afordable cameras found in community groceries and 
handheld video cameras like the one used to capture the Rodney King 
beating (or that LL Cool J used in the video for “Round the Way Girl”), 
in addition to the embrace of advanced surveillance technology by law 
enforcement, coincided with a renaissance of Black flmmaking in the 
post–civil rights era.

While Spike Lee was the most famous of this generation of Black 
flmmakers, with his signature flms Do the Right Thing (1989) and Mal-
colm X (1992), others like John Singleton, Robert Townsend, Julie Dash, 
and the Hughes Brothers were also critical to the moment. If the use of 
surveillance and handheld cameras could not always be counted on to 
render the truth of experience—as suggested by the not guilty verdict 
of Rodney King’s assailants and the guilty-with-no-jail-time outcome 
for Harlin’s shooter—young Black flmmakers ofered another version 
of the truth, replete with humanizing backstories, on behalf of Black 
bodies, which were subject to the whims of the criminal justice system. 
In the best instances, these flms addressed similar challenges as hip-hop 
culture in rendering Black life. As S. Craig Watkins notes in Represent-
ing: Hip Hop Culture and the Production of Black Cinema, “Black youth 
believe that the popular mediascape functions as an all-important site 
for giving voice to their ideas,” a role currently played by social media. 
Watkins adds, “Whereas producers of rap music have struggled to ar-
ticulate the lived experiences of poor youth, flmmakers likewise waged 
a similar struggle.”16
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Te challenges that Black flmmakers also posed to ofcial narra-
tives of Black criminality and lawlessness are powerfully captured in Ice 
Cube’s song “Who Got the Camera?,” where the rapper reenacts a police 
stop:

No lights, no camera, no action
And the pigs wouldn’t believe that my slave name was Jackson
He said, “Don’t lie to me, I’m looking for John, Matty, or Spike Lee.”

In the lyric, Ice Cube specifcally references directors John Single-
ton (Boyz n the Hood), Matty Rich (Straight Out of Brooklyn) and Spike 
Lee. Te song was featured on his 1992 album The Predator, released 
months afer the violence in in Los Angeles following the acquittal of 
the ofcers in the Rodney King beating, on which many of the tracks, 
including “When Will Tey Shoot,” “Wicked,” and “We Had to Tear Tis 
Motherfucka Up,” served as sonic documentaries of the LA riots, their 
origins, and their afermath.17 Indeed, Ice Cube’s cinematic career began 
with John Singleton’s portrait of South Central Los Angeles Boyz in the 
Hood and achieved some gravitas in his star turn in Charles Burnett’s 
The Glass Shield (1994), a flm that openly indicted one LA police pre-
cinct for abuses against Black and Brown citizens.

In Menace II Society, it is a surveillance camera that becomes central 
to the action. Shortly before shooting the second store owner, O-Dog 
demands that she provide him with the videotape; her actual shooting 
occurs of-screen, and presumably of-camera, in a back room, where 
the tape recorder was housed. For O-Dog, much less than Caine, who 
functions throughout the flm as a voice of reason and refection, tak-
ing the video was not just an attempt to stay ahead of law enforcement, 
but an opportunity to provide evidence of his notoriety among peers. 
Troughout the flm, O-Dog screens the video for others, not unlike 
the sharing of digital content that has become the foundation of con-
temporary social media. Indeed, the actual video of the store owner’s 
shooting circulates throughout the flm as an early form of spreadable 
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media, which creates the “potential—both technical and cultural—for 
audiences to share content for their own purposes, sometimes with the 
permission of rights holders, sometimes against their wishes.”18 In Men-
ace II Society, the video is tethered to O-Dog’s own social capital, which 
it enhances, much like word of mouth.19

When Ice Cube queried, “Who got the camera?,” he referred not only 
to cameras found in convenience stores, but also those belonging to pro-
fessional flmmakers (which Ice Cube would himself eventually become) 
and to passersby like George Holliday, who flmed the infamous Rodney 
King beating on his Sony Handycam.20 For some, the ability of Black 
flm to represent the truth of the Black urban experience became a form 
of social activism, linking it to the image production and politics of ear-
lier eras, notably during the reign of flmmaker Oscar Micheaux. With 
the emergence of personal digital assistants (PDAs) and smartphones, 
the power of representation shifed to a broad public, members of whom 
could deploy it to capture the everydayness of aggressive policing, par-
ticularly in urban communities. In the context of a surveillance society, 
afordable handheld technology allowed the public to, in efect, “watch 
the watchers.”

One could argue that the hypervisibility of hip-hop and Black popu-
lar culture since the mid-1990s has, in the context of celebrity culture, 
functioned as a form of surveillance, diverting attention away from the 
ways in which power and fnance have been consolidated. Tere is a 
generation of Americans more knowledgeable about the net worth of 
Lebron James, Shawn Carter, Beyonce, Cardi B, and the stars of The 
Real Housewives of Atlanta than they are about the board members of 
this country’s most powerful fnancial institutions, many of whom were 
complicit in, if not direct agents of, the fnancial collapse of 2008.

Projects by artists like B. Dolen and Pharoahe Monch repurposed 
the very technological platforms that have increased the surveillance of 
American citizens and literally adjusted the frame to ofer countersur-
veillance and critique of American institutions like law enforcement. 
Te presence of social media and accessible technology has allowed such 
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projects to circulate in ways unimaginable two decades ago. B. Dolen’s 
song and video for “Film the Police” (2010), featuring Toki Wright, Jasiri 
X, Buddy Peace, and Sage Francis, updates N.W.A.’s classic “Fuck tha 
Police,” which addressed the visible abuses of law enforcement at the 
time of its production. Yet there is a more specifc context for “Film the 
Police”: the eforts of law enforcement organizations to criminalize the 
flming of police ofcers, which came to the forefront of public atten-
tion when Simon Glik, an immigration attorney, videotaped with a cell 
phone Boston police ofcers beating a man in 2007. Police ofcers ar-
rested Glik and charged him with an obscure wiretapping statute, which 
was quickly thrown out of court. Glik and the ACLU fled a counter-
suit against the police department, and in August 2011, the First Circuit 
Court of Appeals concluded “that Glik was exercising clearly established 
First Amendment rights in flming the ofcers in a public space, and 
that his clearly-established Fourth Amendment rights were violated by 
his arrest without probable cause.”21 Propelled by a documentarian sen-
sibility, “Film the Police” as much ofers evidence of police brutality and 
misconduct as it issues a call to “point and shoot”: an open declaration 
of the right of American citizens, in the midst of militarized crackdowns 
on public dissent, to hold their institutions accountable.

Concerns about police misconduct also inform the short flm for 
Pharoahe Monch’s “Clap (One Day),” the featured single from Monch’s 
stellar 2011 release W.A.R. (We Are Renegades). Directed by Terence 
Nance, who also shot the short flm Native Son for Blitz the Ambassa-
dor (2011), and starring Gbenga Akinnagbe (The Wire’s Chris Partlow), 
“Clap (One Day)” takes place in Brooklyn on the morning afer a cop 
shooting. In a cash-and-carry exchange, an informant provides a detec-
tive with the shooter’s family’s address, cautioning that the shooter is 
rarely there, and presumably wouldn’t be now, if he is suspected of the 
shooting. A SWAT squad is dispatched to the apartment complex, and 
though the ofcers rush into the wrong apartment (1B instead of 1D) 
and accidentally kill a Black child who was using the bathroom, there is 
every indication that such a fate would have been met by the family of 
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the cop shooter if the mistake had not been made. In either instance, the 
confrontation draws attention to the general lack of regard for Black life 
by law enforcement ofcers charged with policing (or occupying) Black 
neighborhoods; the death of the young boy would be viewed by some 
law enforcement ofcials as simply collateral damage.

“Clap (One Day)” resonated in the afermath of the accidental shoot-
ing death of seven-year-old Aiyana Stanley-Jones, who was sitting on 
the couch with her family when members of a Detroit SWAT team bum-
rushed their apartment, with reality TV cameras in tow, and ofcer Jo-
seph Weekley fred a single shot to Stanley-Jones’s head. Weekley was 
indicted on charges of involuntary manslaughter, but afer two hung ju-
ries in 2013 and 2014, charges against him were eventually dismissed.22 
Te family and neighbors in “Clap (One Day)” would not have such 
recourse, so they take retribution into their own hands. Whereas a term 
like “clap” invokes gunfre in many urban communities, Monch uses it 
as a metaphor for the deep archival knowledge that many residents in 
Black communities possess regarding the misconduct and abuse of law 
enforcement ofcers: in “Clap (One Day),” community members liter-
ally break out into rhythmic clapping when they confront the ofend-
ing ofcer, who, not surprisingly, lives in the very neighborhood where 
the killing occurs. Tat the ofcer (portrayed by Akinnagbe) lives in a 
working-class community serves as a subtle reminder of the economic 
status of many ofcers as municipal employees.

What You Mean, Forever?

In an early scene in the 2013 film Fruitvale Station, Oscar Grant III, 
portrayed by Michael B. Jordan, tells Sophia Mesa (Melonie Diaz), his 
partner and the mother of his daughter, in an intimate moment, that 
he was committed to her for “forever,” to which Mesa responds, “What 
you mean, forever?” Fruitvale Station is a biopic that depicts the last 
day of Grant’s life, New Year’s of 2009, on which Grant was shot and 
killed by a Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART) police officer. Grant’s death, 
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which occurred only weeks before the inauguration of Barack Obama as 
the first Black president of the United States, registered the contradic-
tions between the reality of anti-Black State violence and the discourse 
of hope represented by Obama’s election. Grant’s death also marked a 
rupture: unlike the shooting deaths of Trayvon Martin in 2012 and Mike 
Brown in 2014, and five years before the Eric Garner choking death by 
New York City police officers was captured on video, the shooting that 
led to Grant’s death was documented by several BART passengers.

Like the beating of Rodney King nearly eighteen years earlier, the 
shooting of Oscar Grant III ofered visual confrmation of the frequently 
excessive use of force in interactions between law enforcement and 
Black and Brown people. In fact, the stimulus for many of the BART 
riders who pulled out their phones to flm the unfolding events was the 
use of excessive force on Grant and his friends prior to the shooting 
itself. With Twitter not even fve years old when Grant was shot, and the 
phenomenon known as #BlackTwitter still a few years away from being 
acknowledged as a social force, footage of Grant’s death began to circu-
late in ways that would seem redundant by the time Philando Castile 
was shot on camera, in his car, by a law enforcement ofcer in Minne-
sota in 2016. As such, Grant’s shooting became ground zero for renewed 
organizing around anti-Black State and extralegal violence, serving as a 
precursor to the founding of Black Lives Matter in the summer of 2013 
by Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi afer the acquittal of 
George Zimmerman in the shooting death of Trayvon Martin.

Written and directed by Bay Area native Ryan Coogler, Fruitvale 
Station—which was released the day before Zimmeran’s acquittal—
served not only as a memorial to Grant, but as a counter to the quo-
tidian dehumanization of men like Grant by the State. In its opening 
scenes, the flm features original footage of Grant’s shooting and later 
re-creates the incident with graphic and dramatic intensity, including 
Jordan’s depiction of Grant’s cry to ofcers, “You shot me! I got a four-
year-old daughter.” As critic Stephane Dunn writes, “Te humanization 
of Oscar Grant, both a gif of Coogler’s direction and Michael B. Jordan’s 
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perfectly pitched performance as the young victim, is one of the great 
achievements of this difcult dramatization. Grant is neither neatly hero 
or anti-hero but a young man who alternately has failed to make sound 
choices but desires to do right, to do better.”23 Importantly, Grant is de-
picted in a manner that troubles general narratives regarding whether 
those Black men who are killed by state-sanctioned violence are sin-
ners or saints, making the claim that such men should be memorialized 
regardless.

Coogler’s Fruitvale Station also serves as a call to action to those 
armed only with handheld devices in their battles against excessive 
policing. By the time of the flm’s release in 2013, camera phones had 
been in production for generations, and the technology had not only 
improved, but, because of increased afordability, become more acces-
sible as a tool in documenting the everydayness of Black trauma. As 
Usame Tunagur notes about Coogler’s cinematic representation of the 
cell phone user’s point of view, “Coogler is replicating the angle of the 
cell phones that taped the moment–which then went viral on the inter-
net and which motivated him in the frst moment to write and direct 
this flm. Tis also forces the audience to be on the feld, almost feeling 
like we are witnessing this event here and now, providing a close prox-
imity.”24 Notable is a young White woman character who has already 
been established as a fgure of trust afer an earlier interaction with 
Grant, who makes the point of capturing the shooting on camera, thus 
embodying the passerby who captured Rodney King’s beating almost 
twenty years earlier. Closing footage of a Bay Area protest in response to 
Grant’s killing doubles down on the the flm’s call to action.

In a similar of sense of being “on the feld,” a scene from the flm The 
Hate U Give (2018), based on the debut novel by Angie Tomas, depicts 
the character Maverick Carter (Russell Hornsby), who is the father of 
the protagonist, Starr (Amandla Stenberg), being harassed by police of-
fcers outside of a soul food restaurant where he was dining with his 
daughter, her mother (Regina Hall), and her two brothers. Te num-
ber of handheld devices wielded by eyewitnesses in the flm to capture 
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the moment seem almost redundant in an era in which virtually every 
anti-Black microaggression becomes an Internet meme. It has come to 
the point that, when such incidents occur, one can almost anticipate 
bystanders pulling out their phones to record the action: life imitating 
art imitating life.

While Fruitvale Station won the Audience and Grand Jury Prizes for 
Drama at the 2013 Sundance Film Festival, it was ignored by the Acad-
emy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in a year in which another 
historical Black flm, 12 Years a Slave—which featured several prominent 
White characters—was nominated for nine awards and won three, in-
cluding Best Picture. Commenting on the discrepancies the academy’s 
assessment of two versions of Black sufering, Tunagur writes, “Could 
this omission stem from the fact that even though both flms are based 
upon true stories of racial inequality and injustice, that Fruitvale does 
not ofer a fnal redemption or relief to its audience in the face of such 
obvious contemporary violation of rights?”25 Jordan’s invocation of “for-
ever” earlier in the flm is important here, as memorializations are not 
necessarily resolutions, but actionable remembrances, which are critical 
in the context of a larger societal view ofen blind to Black death beyond 
its spectacle. In this way, the original footage of Oscar Grant’s shooting 
and Coogler’s memorialization of his death award Grant eternity in ways 
that exist well beyond the afrmation of the Academy of Motion Picture 
Arts and Sciences.

Sing about Me

In 2011, two years after the death of Oscar Grant III, and two decades 
after the death of Latasha Harlins, Compton-born rap musician Kend-
rick Lamar released his debut studio recording, Section.80. Generally 
regarded as one of the best hip-hop storytellers of his generation, Lamar 
displays his considerable narrative skills throughout the album, nota-
bly on the tracks “No Makeup (Her Vice)” and “Keisha’s Song (Her 
Pain),” which introduced listeners to the figure of Keisha, a local sex 
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worker from Lamar’s community. On “No Makeup (Her Vice),” Lamar 
highlights Keisha’s natural beauty, somewhat chastising her for what 
he perceives as an overreliance on makeup. The song’s narration ends 
abruptly with the suggestion that Keisha has become a victim of domes-
tic violence, though Lamar signals that the story will be picked up later 
on track 11 (“To be continued . . . 11”).

What “Keisha’s Song (Her Pain)” reveals is that Keisha’s use of makeup 
helped cover up the bruises inficted on her during sexual assaults by her 
mother’s boyfriend, a “daddy” fgure who had her working the streets 
as an underaged teen. With Keisha’s death by stabbing at the end of the 
song, it is revealed that the song essentially serves as a memorial for her, 
as well as a cautionary tale. Shana Redmond observes that music is the 
“perfect technology through which blackness is animated, even that of 
presumed dead and gone . . . sonic memorials intended as life support 
for the memories and visions of loved ones as well as hopes of and for 
communities who face ongoing structural and physical brutalities.”26 
Lamar has admitted to immediately playing the song for his eleven-year-
old sister afer recording it.

Te fgure of Keisha appears again on Lamar’s commercial break-
through album, Good Kid, M.A.A.D City (2012), on the track “Sing about 
Me, I’m Dying of Tirst,” which logs in at more than twelve minutes and 
serves as the album’s thematic centerpiece. Te song’s opening verse ac-
knowledges two dead friends, who are brothers, and the desire of one of 
the brothers that they both would be remembered in one of Kendrick’s 
songs. Te second verse captures the challenges of such memorializa-
tion, as Keisha’s younger sister confronts Lamar over sharing her sister’s 
stories (“How could you ever just put her on blast and shit? / Judgin’ 
her past and shit?”) on the previous songs “No Makeup (Her Vice)” and 
“Keisha’s Song (Her Pain).” Keisha’s sister is defant about the life choices 
that both she and her dead sister had to make to survive, as well as the 
health risks associated with her life on the streets (“I’ll never fade away, 
I’ll never fade away, I know my fate”), her voice literally fading as the 
verse comes to an end. When Lamar picks up the narrative in the third 
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verse, he acknowledges his own anxieties about dying (“And I’m not sure 
why I’m infatuated with death”) and how he would be memorialized 
himself, which he attaches to his own thoughts about self-worth (“And 
hope that at least one of you sing about me when I’m gone / Am I worth 
it? Did I put enough work in?”).

Referring to Lamar’s query “Am I worth it?,” Matthew Linder writes, 
“Taken on its own, Kendrick’s question is of his existential value and 
purpose in the world. Within the context of the song and album’s nar-
rative, the question becomes whether life has meaning in the brutalized 
urban environment of Compton, CA.”27 Te trauma and precarity of 
life in Compton might explain the shif that occurs in the song’s second 
movement, “I’m Dying of Tirst”; with its faster-paced rhythm, the song 
transforms from an interior refection to a literal act of survival, as if 
Lamar was literally running from death, with the refrains “I’m tired of 
running” and “I’m dying of thirst.”

Rachel Kaadzi Ghansah notes that “Lamar is equal parts oral his-
torian and authorial presence . . . he has captured all the pathos and 
grief of gun violence, poverty and families who carve out their lives out 
amidst all of that chaos.”28 Ghansah’s comments accentuate Lamar’s role 
and status as one of the critical archivists working within contemporary 
hip-hop discourse. Lamar builds on his own narrative archive in a col-
laboration with musician Flying Lotus on the Flying Lotus album You’re 
Dead! (2014), where, in the track “Never Catch Me,” he returns to the 
theme of running. With the lyric “I can see the darkness in me and it’s 
quite amazing / Life and death is no mystery and I wanna taste it,” Lamar 
seems to embrace the inevitability of his own demise, to fnd freedom 
in it. Te album and song was released only months afer the shooting 
deaths of Michael Brown, which generated the hashtag #handsupdont-
shoot, and Laquan McDonald, who was shot sixteen times by the Chi-
cago Police department. As such, “Never Catch Me” indexes some of 
the spiritual and emotional fatigue of those who live with the realities of 
anti-Black death and violence, who are ofen lef to wonder if the next 
death will be closer to home, if not the heart.
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One can’t be sure that there are any more killings now than there were 
in the past, or are experienced as any more real than they were before 
the Chocolate Supa Highway, to use a distinctly postanalog but not quite 
digital reference: the killings are what they are, and as African Americans 
learned three generations ago, protest and organizing function as much 
as demands to simply get up in the morning as they are a clarion call to 
take to the streets in protest. Flying Lotus’s “Never Catch Me” disrupts 
Black protest narratives within the realm of dance (movement) and visual 
culture. Directed by Hiro Murai, best known as the visual curator of the 
arresting television series Atlanta, the music video for “Never Catch Me” 
stands in visual conversation with another Lamar and Flying Lotus col-
laborator, flmmaker Kahlil Joseph, who directed short flms for Flying 
Lotus’s “Until the Quiet Comes,” and as well as the short flm “M.A.A.D.,” 
which features music from Lamar’s Good Kid, M.A.A.D. City.

“Never Catch Me” could be said to answer Lamar’s earlier query “Will 
you sing about me?” with “We will dance for you.” Te video opens with 
a view of a casket in the back room of a church, perhaps awaiting the 
next homegoing ceremony. Te opening frame of “Never Catch Me” vi-
sually cites a section of Joseph’s “M.A.A.D.” flm where Lamar’s “Sing 
About Me, I’m Dying of Tirst” is introduced with images of a dead body 
on a cooling board, as it awaits a move into a nearby casket. Te scene 
that immediately follows is as familiar as it is unremarkable: a minister 
eulogizing the death of dreams, ministering to the scattered bodies of 
the barely living, each of them counting down until their own demise, as 
if to confrm that life, promise, and aspiration had long lef these pews. 
Te actually dead two bodies, even in their miniaturized caskets, seem 
more alive than the parishioners, a point the flm emphasizes when both 
of the dead—a young man and a young woman—emerge to dance the 
dance electric. Speaking to Black traditions of funeralizing, it all begs 
the question: Is it still a second line if the dead are more free to dance 
than the living?

Te fact that a Black community is burying children seems not to 
be the video’s point. In the moment of Renisha McBride and Trayvon 
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Martin, who were killed in 2013 and 2012, and whom the teenage danc-
ers in “Never Catch Me” best approximate, we’re all innocents—ain’t 
no saint and sinners in this, only more dead Black bodies. As Karla F. 
C. Holloway writes in her book Passed On: African American Mourn-
ing Stories, “Te death of children should be unexpected events in the 
life-death cycle. But, from the fact that such occasions had become 
familiar—and even anticipated—emerged a perspective of black com-
munity life that told a larger story than the single, pitiful event of one 
child’s dying and burial.”29 Yet the video importantly disrupts popular 
narratives about the deaths of Black children in the era of hip-hop with 
the inclusion of a Black girl and boy, presumably kin, thus linking Black 
girls to storytelling usually reserved for the deaths of Black boys. In the 
afermath of President Barack Obama’s My Brother’s Keeper initiative, 
launched in the midst of numerous shooting deaths of Black youth and 
efectively Obama’s de facto response to those deaths, the experiences of 
young Black males were seemingly singled out at the expense of young 
Black females, who shared in the precariousness of contemporary Black 
life.30 In “Never Catch Me,” these children are collateral damage in wars 
never undertaken to save their lives, even had they lived, which pro-
vides some clarity regarding whose precarity takes precedence in Black 
communities.

Te duo dances in death because it is the only place where they are al-
lowed to live, their actual lives constrained as they are by the infrastruc-
tures of anti-Black racism, White supremacy, toxic masculinities, and 
(dare I suggest) Black respectability politics, recalling Laurence Fish-
burne’s comment in his performance as Ellsworth “Bumpy” Johnson in 
the flm The Cotton Club (1984): “Te White man ain’t lef me nothing 
but the underworld, and that is where I dance.” Te teens’ sprint through 
the church amid soul claps of praise reminiscent of Richard Smallwood’s 
iconic “Praise Break” and out into a world of others living and playing as 
they never could in life and to the awaiting hearse where the girl takes 
the wheel recalls earlier traditions. In death, the teens exhibit an agency 
over the meaning of their lives not unlike that of Black youth who also 

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



94  |  “Promise That You Will [Tweet] about Me”

plan for the inevitable. As Karla F.C. Holloway notes, “Many African 
American children anticipated their own deaths and dying and partici-
pated in the adult ritual of planning their funerals”—a ritual that “Never 
Catch Me” stages.31

Nevertheless these rituals are tied to much older traditions. In the 
introduction to Passed On, Holloway writes, “Te twentieth century re-
hearsed, nearly to perfection, a relentless cycle of cultural memory and 
black mourning.”32 In her work, Soyica Diggs Corbett addresses the phe-
nomena of “Flying Africans,” which began as “a tale circulated among 
enslaved black people in the Americas that depicted Africans who, tired 
of the oppressive conditions of chattel slavery, used metaphysical powers 
and few back to Africa.”33 Diggs Corbett argues that “fight is a para-
digm of black performance precisely because it communicates an on-
going life-and-death battle in black culture,”34 adding that “the Flying 
Africans ofered hope for freedom and transcendence, even though that 
fight might mean physical death. In its most recent articulations, the 
narrative provides temporary relief to struggle as it continues to invoke 
death as a mode of deliverance.”35 Te awaiting hearse that the teens 
mount becomes their chariot—or, to use Diggs Corbett’s own logic, their 
spaceship, in reference to the cultural contributions of George Clinton 
and Kanye West—that delivers them to freedom in death.

Hashim Khalil Pipkin makes a corollary point in relation to the ways 
that Black art stages such deliverances, noting that “Never Catch Me” 
serves as a “testimony for the urgency to make our art now. Our creative 
locus can be our mourning. Our confusion can be our canvas. Our art is 
our protection from the rambunctiousness of normative time and hege-
monic history.”36 Pipkin highlights the way that Black art has historically 
staged Black trauma and mourning and takes a step further to suggest 
how the production of art might be an act of mourning in and of itself. 
Indeed jazz musician Robert Glasper, a frequent Lamar collaborator, 
added a coda to Kendrick Lamar’s “Sing about Me, I’m Dying of Tirst,” 
with an acoustic trio version of the song, which closes his 2015 album 
Covered. Te album was notable for its acoustic covers of contemporary 
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pop and R&B songs, including Radiohead’s “Reckoner,” Joni Mitchell’s 
“Barangrill,” Musiq Soulchild’s “So Beautiful,” and John Legend’s “Good 
Morning.” “Unbound by word count,” Redmond notes in response to the 
limitations of mourning via social media, “contemporary Black musi-
cians translate IP addresses into time signatures in order to organize the 
‘noise’ of the Twitterverse into a unique repertoire of continued debate 
and rebellion.”37 Glasper ofers such examples throughout Covered.

Glasper’s Covered fnds its political grounding in the closing suite, 
which includes a rendition of Bilal’s “Levels”; “Got Over,” a brief spoken-
word collaboration with Harry Belafonte; and a moment-defning cover 
of Lamar’s “I’m Dying of Tirst.” Bilal’s afrofuturistic “Levels” is literally 
brought back down to earth and into the present via Glasper’s trio, re-
sisting the impulses of imagining beyond this moment by asserting the 
urgency of this moment. Te sonic space created by “Levels” ofers a 
glimpse into a past/present of Blackness captured in “Got Over,” where 
in just over two minutes Harry Belafonte provides brief insight into a 
career of defant vision that at once refects his genius and highlights his 
ordinariness. As Belafonte simply states, “I’m one the ones of color who 
got over / I’m one of the ones your bullets missed.” Te album closes with 
Glasper’s treatment of Kendrick Lamar’s “I’m Dying of Tirst,” which 
could serve as a defnitive response to Lamar’s original question: “Will 
you sing about me?” Sing they do, as the voices of young children re-
member out loud those who have been lost in this particular moment 
of assault on Black bodies. Like the generation that came of age with the 
image of a brutalized Emmett Till, and Mamie Till Mobley’s refusal to let 
them forget, the young folk who perform on Covered will fnd their inspi-
rations in the names—oh, so many—that they, too, will refuse to forget.

Dirges for a King

James Brown’s appearance at the Boston Garden on April 5, 1968, in a 
concert televised on Boston’s WGBH, has become part of the lore associ-
ated with the aftermath of Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination on April 
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4, 1968. The proverbial “soul man” helped avert a riot by encouraging 
Black youth to stay off the streets and watch his concert on TV instead. 
Less remarked upon is Nina Simone’s April 7 concert at the Westbury 
Music Fair on Long Island, which is notable for producing one of the 
first recordings to mourn King, as well as one of the most affecting 
dirges from that period that addresses not only the loss of King, but of 
so many others in the Black freedom movement.

Simone opens the concert with the statement that “we hope that we 
can give you something,” highlighting for her audience their shared 
awareness of the events that had taken place just days before. Te West-
bury concert was captured on an album titled ’Nuff Said (1968), which 
includes eight tracks recorded from it, along with three studio tracks 
overdubbed with audience applause, including the album’s one hit, “Ain’t 
Got No, I Got Life” from the musical Hair. Te self-awareness of the mo-
ment shifs quickly into protest mode with Simone’s “Backlash Blues,” a 
song that had appeared on the album Nina Simone Sings the Blues (1967), 
which featured lyrics from Langston Hughes, who had died a year ear-
lier. Where the studio version is performed as a traditional barrel-fsted 
blues number, the Westbury version picks up the pace, animating a sense 
of defance, particularly with additional lyrics in which Simone recalls 
Hughes imploring her to resist: “When Langston Hughes died, he told 
me many months before / ‘Nina, keep on working until they open up 
the door.’” Broadly viewed, Simone’s live rendition of “Backlash Blues” 
stands as one of her most political performances, performed within the 
context of real-time political retribution.

In the centerpiece of the concert, “Why? (Te King of Love Is Dead),” 
Simone appends a poignant introduction to the song, acknowledging 
that “we want to do a tune, written for this day, for this hour,” adding, 
“We had yesterday to learn it,” in reference to her bassist Gene Taylor, 
who had written the song two days earlier. As Simone’s brother and 
organist, Samuel Waymon, recalled to NPR’s Weekend Edition Sunday 
in 2008, “We learned that song that [same] day. . . . We didn’t have a 
chance to have two or three days of rehearsal. But when you’re feel-
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ing compassion and outrage and wanting to express what you know 
the world is feeling, we did it because that’s what we felt.”38 Te song 
is performed as a dirge as timely as it is telling, given the gravity of a 
moment when death was not singular, but communal, as Simone em-
phatically sings, “Will the murders never cease? / Are they men or are 
they beast?” With more than a hint of resignation, she asks, “And Did 
Martin Luther King just die in vain?” As that lyric registers with the 
crowd, the song picks up into a strut, more like a reserved second line, 
with the reminder that King “had seen the mountaintop / And he knew 
he could not stop,” a lyric that aligns with Diggs Corbett’s notion of 
“fying Africans.”

We might think of Simone’s performance as an act of building an 
archive of protest music at a time when such protests have been and will 
continue to be met with anti-Black violence. One of the most power-
ful moments in ’Nuff Said is Simone’s spoken monologue at the end of 
“Why? (Te King of Love Is Dead),” where she reminds the audience of 
the literal bodies that had been lost in the feld: “Lorraine Hansberry lef 
us. . . . Langston Hughes lef us, Coltrane lef us, Otis Redding lef us. 
You can go on. Do you realize how many we have lost. . . . We can’t af-
ford any more losses, oh, no, oh, my God. Tey’re shooting us down one 
by one.” Here Simone recalls not only the losses of that moment, but the 
impact of previous losses, like those of Malcolm X, Medgar Evers, and 
others in the fve years prior to King’s death.

Many pop songs tried to lend signifcance to the nation’s experience 
of loss experienced in that historical moment, including the Rascals’ 
“People Got to Be Free” and Dion’s (of Dion and the Belmonts) “Abra-
ham, Martin, and John,” written by Dick Holler before the assassination 
of Senator Robert Kennedy in June 1968. “Abraham, Martin, and John” 
would be covered by many artists and become a standard of the era, 
particularly among folk music audiences. A version appears on Mar-
vin Gaye’s 1970 album That’s the Way Love Is, and, as expected, Gaye’s 
treatment, with its touch of longing, resonates within the context of the 
Black freedom movement. Yet it is another song from that period that 
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appears on the album, Lennon and McCartney’s “Yesterday,” that more 
fully captures the era’s collective mourning, audible in Gaye’s humming 
of the song’s bridge, as if unable to utter the lyrics due to grief.

Whereas as Gaye ultimately relied on wordless expression to ac-
knowledge the grief of the moment, instrumental jazz music, dating 
back to the emergence of second lines, has long fgured in the practice 
of Black mourning. Jazz drummer Max Roach was one of the young 
guns of the bebop movement in the late 1940s, and by the early 1960s 
was a leading voice of jazz’s revolutionary wing, largely on the strength 
of his collaboration with vocalist Abbey Lincoln on We Insist! Freedom 
Now Suite (1960). Te centerpiece of the Freedom Now! suite was the 
song “Triptych: Prayer/Protest/Peace,” which prominently featured Lin-
coln’s vocals and now-iconic screeching. Te song, originally intended 
as a ballet, sonically reproduced both the trauma and possibilities of 
Black life in an era overwhelmingly defned by protest and threats of 
violence. As Roach refected decades later on the occasion of the beat-
ing of motorist Rodney King, “I have pictures of black men hanging 
from trees, tarred and feathered, barbecued. . . . Tis kind of thing, I’m 
afraid, is part of the fabric of this country, and I’m not sure when it’s 
going to stop.”39

When Roach went into the studio to record Members Don’t Get 
Weary in June 1968, his goal seemed to be reminding folks that there 
was no time to mourn; indeed, Roach’s “Equipoise,” written by pia-
nist Stanley Cowell, literally exhorted listeners to fnd the balance of 
the moment.40 Te title track, “Members, Don’t Git Weary,” featuring 
Andy Bey on vocals, drew a line in the sand in this regard, with Roach’s 
insistent drumming throughout, alongside Bey’s “voice of God.” But, 
yes, there would be time to mourn, and Roach does just that on his 1971 
outing, Lift Every Voice and Sing, where he is joined by the J. C. White 
Singers. Recorded only days afer the third anniversary of King’s death, 
the album opens with a rendition of “Motherless Child” and closes with 
“Joshua,” a song that reminds the congregation, if you will, that others 
have to pick up the mantle.
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When, on the album’s penultimate song, the J. C. White Singers 
bravely ask, “Were You Tere When Tey Crucifed My Lord?,” they did 
more than make just another memorial gesture to mark the passing of 
the greatest symbol of the Black liberation struggle. “Were You Tere?” 
is a timeless “Negro” spiritual, lamenting the death of a “messiah,” but 
at the moment that the J.C. White Singers performed the song, it reso-
nated as a defant response from a culture by now very much aware 
that flling the air with the sound of Black grief might be the most def-
ant act possible. “Were You Tere?” begins as a death march, musically 
transporting listeners back to the horse-driven carriage behind which 
so many boldly walked on the day Martin Luther King Jr. was laid to 
rest in April 1968.

Just as you could imagine the collective Black body kneeling at yet 
another grave for yet another murdered soul and succumbing to an un-
fathomable despair, the song’s tone changes. Like the phoenix, the col-
lective Black body musically rises, and when the J. C. White Singers ask 
the question “Were you there when they rolled away the stone?,” as in the 
Resurrection, they transform the place and space of physical and psychic 
death into something like a freedom—not in the traditional sense, but 
more philosophical, as simply represented in a phrase like “I’m—We’re 
still here.” Te power of these dirges, cultivated in the darkest and most 
dire moments of Black life in America, is that they are so easily recalled 
at a moment of great distress. Tey were not simply emotional responses 
to loss, but intellectual responses as well—the way in which Blackness 
thinks life through death.

To Holloway’s earlier point, the twentieth century seemed to serve as 
a rehearsal for the staging of Black mourning in Black art in the twenty-
frst century, particularly in the case of Black music. In the years be-
fore King’s assassination, the deaths of Black musical icons resonated 
among Black musicians. At a time when there was no guarantee that 
the mainstream White press would treat those icons with the care they 
deserved, Black musical artists created their own pathways of tribute to 
mainstream audiences.
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You’re Nobody ’Til Somebody [Sings] You: Tributing Blackness

“Boy, you sound like Nat King Cole”: this remark by Gregory Porter’s 
mother is the way the Grammy Award–winning singer remembers being 
introduced to the figure of Nat King Cole as a child.41 Porter reflects, “I 
remember thinking how strange that name was . . . seeing his image: this 
elegant, handsome, strong man sitting by a fire,” while promoting an 
album of songs recorded in 2018 associated with the legendary vocalist 
and musician, who died of lung cancer in 1965. Porter is, of course, not 
the first artist to record a collection of Nat King Cole standards; Cole’s 
late daughter, Natalie Cole, had her biggest commercial success in 1991 
with the Grammy Award–winning album Unforgettable . . . with Love, 
anchored by the then-groundbreaking digital duet between father and 
daughter on the title track. A second duet with her father, “When I Fall 
in Love,” also earned Cole a Grammy Award in 1996, and she won the 
last Grammy of her career for Still Unforgettable (2008), a deep dig into 
the American Songbook, that was, in part, inspired by her father’s music.

Cole’s tributes to her father are, of course, deeply personal, and so is 
Porter’s tribute, which he suggests was inspired by his hearing of Cole as 
a father fgure: “I put the vinyl on the player and out of those speakers 
came that voice, that nurturing sound. It flled a void in me. My father 
wasn’t in my life.”42 Porter’s performance of his music also came at a 
time, more than ffy years afer Cole’s death, when Cole’s repertoire rep-
resented an untapped resource for a generation of young jazz audiences, 
who, though familiar with Porter, are largely unfamiliar with Cole’s cata-
log, save for his songs “Unforgettable” and “Te Christmas Song,” which 
Porter also covers on his tribute album. While I do not mean to question 
the sincerity or legitimacy of Porter’s connection to Cole’s music—you 
can hear the infuence in his voice—the fact that such a recording might 
have also been prompted by the commercial considerations of Porter’s 
label, Blue Note Records, regarding Cole’s catalog cannot be dismissed 
either; both Blue Note and Cole’s longtime label, Capitol Records, are 
owned by the Universal Music Group. Nat King Cole & Me was Por-
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ter’s ffh album and his third for the “major” label, afer beginning his 
recording career with two stellar and underappreciated albums on the 
independent Motéma Music label.

Te tensions at play in the impetus for releasing tribute albums can 
also be discerned in an earlier tribute recording to Cole. Less than ten 
months afer Cole’s death in February 1965, Motown released Marvin 
Gaye’s A Tribute to the Great Nat “King” Cole, between Gaye’s How Sweet 
It Is to Be Loved by You (1965) and Moods of Marvin Gaye (1966), albums 
that produced four top-ffeen pop singles, and Gaye’s frst number-one 
R&B singles (“I’ll Be Doggone” and “Ain’t Tat Peculiar”). A Tribute 
to the Great Nat “King” Cole, in contrast, produced no singles and was 
generally overlooked. Yet Motown’s desire to market Gaye as an heir to 
Cole’s legacy—even before Cole’s death, Gaye had recorded several Cole-
like pop standard albums such as The Soulful Moods of Marvin Gaye 
(1961), When I’m Alone I Cry (1964), and Hello Broadway (1964)—was 
also a major reason for the album’s relative fast-tracking. Additionally, 
in the 1960s, Gaye was rumored to be slated to portray Cole in a biopic 
of his life.

Te genius of Berry Gordy and Motown Records can be attributed 
to Gordy’s ability to be self-refexive about commercial opportunity 
while remaining attentive enough to the everyday within Black culture 
to know when to give pause to those ambitions, given the tenor of the 
era. Certainly this was the case with Motown’s Black Forum label, which 
issued performances of spoken-word poetry and political speeches, as 
well as the more obscure tribute album We Remember Sam Cooke (1965), 
recorded by the Supremes. To be sure, many tributes to Sam Cooke ap-
peared afer his death; friend and roadmate King Curtis, for instance, 
recorded an album of instrumental covers. Otis Redding, in many ways 
Cooke’s heir apparent, recorded versions of Cooke’s songs throughout 
his career, beginning with his debut album Pain in My Heart (1964), 
which included a version of Cooke’s pop breakthrough single “You Send 
Me.” It was with his signature album, Otis Blue: Otis Redding Sings Soul 
(1965), that Redding paid ftting tribute to Cooke, recording versions 
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of “Shake,” “Wonderful World,” and a rendition of “A Change Is Gonna 
Come” that would have made Cooke proud.

We Remember Sam Cooke would seem an odd choice for the Su-
premes. Indeed, “Stop in the Name of Love,” the trio’s fourth number-
one pop single, topped the charts only a month before its release. But it 
spoke broadly to Gordy’s intent to establish the group as a premiere pop 
entity, and Cooke, as both a musical and cultural icon, represented a 
model that Motown and its artists admired very much. As the Supremes 
charted a path that would lead them to Las Vegas only a few years afer 
venues on the strip had been desegregated, as well as high-end supper 
clubs like New York’s Copacabana—a venue long craved by Gordy for 
the label’s fagship act—and concert spaces like the Philharmonic Hall at 
Lincoln Center, they looked up to a fgure like Cooke, whose own ability 
to break through in such spaces created opportunities for groups like 
theirs. In fact, the trio’s The Supremes at the Copa (1965) came out a year 
afer Cooke’s own Copa recording was released.

The commercial aspects of tribute recordings notwithstanding, 
within the economies of Black cultural production, particularly in an 
era when Black artists were largely marketed to segregated Black audi-
ences, such recordings took on greater signifcance and relevance. In his 
book Soul Covers: Rhythm and Blues Remakes and the Struggle for Artis-
tic Identity, while examining Aretha Franklin’s tribute to Dinah Wash-
ington, Michael Awkward notes that Dinah Washington had anointed 
Aretha Franklin as the “next one.” But, Awkward writes, “having failed 
to that point to produce recordings that proved indisputable that she 
was worthy of such praise, Franklin’s remakes of songs associated with 
the recently deceased Queen of the Blues can be seen as her attempt to 
demonstrate that she was indeed ready to wear her idol’s crown.”43 Ac-
cording to Awkward, Franklin’s Unforgettable: a Tribute to Dinah Wash-
ington (1964) stands as a “compelling manifestation of this singer’s early 
attempts to master the nuances of black vocal traditions.”44

At the time of her death, Dinah Washington might have also felt the 
pressure to fll the stilettos of the previous “one.” When Billie Holiday 
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died in July 1959, Washington was the most natural heir to her legacy, 
and thus that of a broader tradition of Black vocalists. Tat Franklin’s 
tribute to Washington was called Unforgettable indicates that even Nat 
King Cole cast a shadow over Washington, as Unforgettable was also 
the title of a 1961 album of pop standards by Washington that included 
covers of Cole songs such as the title track and “When I Fall in Love.” 
Te album, Washington’s second for the Mercury label afer a string of 
recordings on Mercury’s jazz subsidiary, made a deliberate attempt to 
cross her over to a pop audience. Indeed, Washington recorded her best-
known songs, “What a Diference a Day Makes” and “Tis Bitter Earth,” 
for Mercury in this period.

In 1957, Washington recorded tribute albums for Bessie Smith and 
Fats Waller, twenty and fourteen years, respectively, afer their deaths. 
Performing signature tunes like Waller’s “Tain’t Nobody’s Biz-ness If 
I Do” and “Ain’t Misbehavin’” and Smith’s “Backwater Blues” with a 
restraint that suggests the singer’s and the record company’s angling, 
seems to exemplify Washington’s apprenticeship within the Black Blues 
Songbook that was yet to be correctly associated with the American 
Songbook—the kind of apprenticeship that may have been what Sam 
Cooke had in mind when he recorded a tribute to Billie Holiday in 1959, 
shortly afer her death.

Tribute to the Lady is easily the most obscure of Cooke’s recordings 
as a pop singer, and his stilted execution of Holiday’s catalog only adds 
to the oddity of the recording. Yet what Cooke reminds us is that for the 
generation of Black artists prior to the incorporation of independent 
Black music into the popular music mainstream, the politics of cross-
over had less to do with an individual performer’s access to a larger au-
dience, and more with a communal ethic to broadly share the aesthetic 
and spiritual practices of Blackness, or what might more applicably be 
described as Negro-ness. Tis is what you hear in Cooke’s tribute album 
to Holiday: clean, smooth, even playful, Cooke’s covers of Holiday’s clas-
sics don’t attempt to overshadow the spirit, the darkness, or the trauma 
of her own recorded history, but aims to make the genius of Holiday 
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palatable—even legible—to an audience that could never see, hear or 
feel Holiday’s genius for what it was. Cooke ofers his versions of “God 
Bless the Child” (arguably the most covered of Holiday’s songs, and thus 
the safest), “Good Morning Heartache,” and “Lover Girl,” which adapts 
the gender pronoun to refect the gender normativity of the time. Given 
Cooke’s later reputation as an activist artist, largely on the strength of “A 
Change Is Gonna Come,” noticeably absent from his tribute is a cover of 
Holiday’s overtly political “Strange Fruit.”

Tat Cooke largely fails in his endeavor—that he is indeed still fnd-
ing his voice is not lost here—only highlights the difculties of refracting 
such brilliance, and, by extension, the brilliance of the archive. As Peter 
Guralnick writes in his biography of Cooke, Dream Boogie, Cooke’s trib-
ute album is “overwhelmed by the impatient need, bred in him since 
childhood, to have a seat at the table.”45 Perhaps the challenge would be 
best met by one of Cooke’s own pupils, who, in the context of a nearly 
six-decade career, would make the American Songbook her own.
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“I’ll Be a Bridge”

Black Interiority, Black Invention, and the American Songbook

In April 2011, Aubrey Drake Graham went into the studio to record the 
lead single to his second studio album Take Care, produced by 40 (Noah 
James Shebib). The song, “Marvin’s Room,” was, in fact, recorded in Mar-
vin’s Room, a refurbished recording studio built in 1975 by the late Marvin 
Gaye. Though Gaye was forced to sell it in 1979 because of debt, the studio 
was purchased and restored by former record company executive John 
McClain in the late 1990s, and since that time has served as a recording 
home for Usher, Mariah Carey, Yolanda Adams, Lenny Kravitz, and Mary 
J. Blige. Luther Vandross recorded some of his final sessions there.1

Tere’s no small irony in the fact Marvin Gaye was shot to death by 
his father, Marvin Gaye Sr., in “Marvin’s room,” in his parents’ home, 
which he had built for them. Afer a period of exile in Europe, Gaye 
lived in his parents’ home in the year before his death, in part because 
he no longer had the studio, which served for periods during the late 
1970s as his home. As David Ritz writes, “In addition to a spacious con-
trol room and a studio large enough to contain Marvin’s eighteen-piece 
band during rehearsals . . . a lof bedroom with a one-way window look-
ing into the studio below. Gaye’s mini-apartment had a small refrigera-
tor, stove, large closet, bath, and shower. Te centerpieces were Marvin’s 
custom-made king-size waterbed and Jacuzzi big enough to accommo-
date a dozen consenting adults.”2 Gaye’s second wife, Janis Gaye, recalls, 
“Tis was always like a second home for Marvin, me and the kids. . . . 
He fancied himself an architect, an antiques dealer, and he oversaw ev-
erything, from the colors to where the seats would go. Tis place became 
alive. It was a part of him.”3 Plainly stated, Marvin’s Room was a domes-
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ticated space in which Gaye found the freedom to explore both sonic 
and emotional interiority.

In Marvin’s Room, Gaye constructed a layered and complex sound-
scape. Some of Gaye’s landmark artistic achievements were realized 
there, including I Want You (1976) and Here, My Dear (1978), the lat-
ter of which Ritz describes as “an explosion of feeling, a composition 
unique in the annals of American pop in which Marvin used the me-
dium of music . . . to explore the dark side of a male-female confict. On 
a personal level, it was a work every bit as powerful as What’s Going On, 
and proof of Gaye’s artistic courage.”4 According to longtime Motown 
archivist Harry Weinger, “I Want You is Marvin’s many voices, and that’s 
where he really developed that ability to overdub himself in all the dif-
ferent harmonies. . . . It’s just extraordinary. Tere are four, fve, maybe 
six voices and they are all Marvin.”5 It was at the intersections of emo-
tional and sonic interiority, as experienced in Marvin’s Room, that Gaye 
faced the career-long challenge of the American Songbook.

In April 1955, some twenty years before Gaye built Marvin’s Room, 
Frank Sinatra released In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning, an album 
of torch songs and ballads arranged by Nelson Riddle. Te songs had 
been written by some of the giants of Tin Pan Alley, including Hoagy 
Carmichael (“I Get Along without You Very Well”), Richard Rodgers 
and Lorenz Hart (“Glad to Be Unhappy,” “It Never Entered My Mind”), 
Cole Porter (“What Is Tis Ting Called Love”), and even Duke Elling-
ton (“Mood Indigo”). Te title track, which featured lyrics from Bob 
Hilliard (“Our Day Will Come”), was composed by David Mann, whose 
only other notable song was Bobby Vinton’s “Tere I Said It Again” 
(1964). Te album was disparaged by some at the time as “Ava’s songs,” 
in response to Sinatra’s breakup with his second wife, actress Ava Gard-
ner. But, as Matt Micucci writes, In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning 
“marked the beginning of Sinatra’s ‘mature’ singing style, defned both 
by a depth of expression and rhythmic experimentation.”6

Sinatra’s desire to bring some gravitas to his music—he openly ad-
mitted his debt to Billie Holiday—would have more ramifcations for 
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popular music than introducing the so-called pop “concept” album.7 
According to music critic Stephen Holden, with In the Wee Small Hours 
of the Morning, “Sinatra gave men license to cry without shame. Sanc-
tioned by a tough guy who consorted with mobsters, behavior once 
synonymous with cowardice and weakness became noble sufering.”8 
As Micucci further explains, “All of its tracks are introspective Great 
American Songbook compositions dealing with lost love, failed rela-
tionship, depression and loneliness.”9 Sinatra partnered with arranger, 
orchestrator, and composer Nelson Riddle during the period, and that 
partnership proved invaluable to Sinatra’s artistic ambitions at the time 
with regard to the musical qualities of his records. Bandleader Count 
Basie would play a similar role for Sinatra in the 1960s.

Marvin Gaye was sixteen years old, and six years away from record-
ing his debut album for Motown, The Soulful Moods of Marvin Gaye 
(1961), when Sinatra released In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning. 
Gaye admitted to David Ritz, “My dream . . . was to become Frank Sina-
tra. I loved his phrasing, especially when he was very young and pure. 
He grew into a fabulous jazz singer and I used to fantasize about having 
a lifestyle like his—carrying on in Hollywood and becoming a movie 
star.”10 Te allure of Sinatra and the torch songs that he made famous in 
the late 1950s and early 1960s can be discerned in Gaye’s frst recordings 
for Motown; three of his frst four albums with the label—The Soulful 
Moods of Marvin Gaye, When I’m Alone I Cry, and Hello Broadway—
were collections of ballads, torch songs, and show tunes. Gaye included 
on those albums several songs associated with Sinatra, including the 
swaggering “Witchcraf” (released as a single by Sinatra in 1957) as the 
clear standout. Beyond his performance of masculinity, what Sinatra 
and those songs seemed to ofer Gaye was an aesthetic and professional 
gravitas that was not granted to gospel or R&B performers in that era.

Sinatra wasn’t the only artist that inspired Gaye. Like Sinatra, he was 
also drawn to Billie Holiday, who died two years before the release of 
The Soulful Moods of Marvin Gaye. “Her pain is what got to me,” Gaye 
told David Ritz in Divided Soul. “She was deeper than sex. Te hurt 
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she felt was the hurt of all humanity. Great artists sufer for the peo-
ple.” Of Miles Davis, Gaye tells Ritz, “Somewhere in the ffies I also got 
hooked on Miles Davis, especially the way he played ballads through 
his mute . . . Miles cried like a singer, and Billie sang like an instrumen-
talist, and everything they both did was wrapped in the blues.”11 Gaye 
covers both “My Funny Valentine,” one of Davis’s standards from the 
period, and “You Don’t Know What Love Is,” which appears on Holiday’s 
fnal session, Satin Blue (1958). Nothing on those recordings refect what 
audiences would come to know and expect from Marvin Gaye, who 
is, quite frankly, overmatched by the Holiday material. As Ritz writes, 
“Emotionally, he distanced himself from these songs; his performance 
lacked the impassioned sincerity of his soul hits. He became a cold ob-
server, studying rather than feeling the music. His intention, he told me, 
was to interpret the tunes ‘correctly.’”12 Here we might think of Gaye 
consciously reigning his more natural musical sensibilities, in lieu of 
performances that conjured the respectability of peers who had crossed 
over, such as Nat King Cole and Sam Cooke.

Afer his R&B breakthrough with That Stubborn Kinda Fellow (1963), 
which generated three top-ffeen R&B hits, including the title track and 
“Hitchhike,” Gaye returned to Sinatra, In the Wee Small Hours of the 
Morning in particular, on his third album, When I’m Alone I Cry. Gaye is 
more assured on Sinatra’s “I’ll Be Around,” which Sinatra frst recorded 
in 1943 and later in 1955, and indeed the subtle but substantial difer-
ences in Sinatra’s performances of the two versions—the saccharineness 
of the frst version versus the aching of the second—might have been a 
signpost for Gaye, whose R&B vocals had not yet developed that level of 
nuance. Te revelations on When I’m Alone I Cry are “If My Heart Could 
Sing” and the title track, which were written by Motown stafers Wil-
liam Stevenson (under the pseudonym Avery Vandenberg) and Morris 
Broadnax, who would later work with Stevie Wonder (“Until You Come 
Back to Me,” “All I Do”).13 Gaye sounds more comfortable singing pop 
ballads most likely custom-ftted for him, though the development of his 
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own vocal style, as heard on That Stubborn Kind of Fellow, may have also 
had something to do with Gaye’s increased confdence.

1965 proved to be an important year in Gaye’s commercial develop-
ment. In January 1965, Gaye’s “How Sweet It Is to Be Loved by You” be-
came his highest-charting pop single, peaking at number three. It served 
as the title track of his next album, the frst of Gaye’s to appear on either 
the pop or R&B charts. By the end of 1965, Gaye had also released his 
tribute to Nat King Cole, who died in February 1965 at age forty-fve 
(incidentally, Gaye was killed on the eve of his forty-ffh birthday.) A 
fne tribute to Cole, which featured more than a few credible takes on 
Cole standards including “Straighten Up and Fly Right” and “Unforget-
table,” the album was largely overlooked, given the string of hit singles 
that Gaye released throughout 1965. Two of them, “I’ll Be Doggone” and 
“Ain’t Tat Peculiar,” were Gaye’s frst to top the R&B charts, and both 
were top-ten pop hits. His next album, Moods of Marvin Gaye (1966) 
contained six singles, fve of which were top-ten R&B hits. Marvin Gaye 
had become a bonafde soul hitmaker, and much of what one hears on 
Moods of Marvin Gaye is his signature vocal style.

Curiously, Gaye wouldn’t record another solo album for two years. 
Tat album, In the Groove (1968), featured his most recognizable single 
from the 1960s, “I Heard It Trough the Grapevine,” as his frst number-
one pop single and one of Motown’s biggest hits of the era. In the in-
terim, Gaye recorded three duet albums, It Takes Two (1966) with Kim 
Weston, and United (1967) and You’re All I Need (1968), both with Tammi 
Terrell. Te iconic Terrell and Gaye pairing generated fve top-fve R&B 
singles, including “Ain’t Nothing But the Real Ting” and “You’re All I 
Need to Get By,” both of which topped the R&B charts in 1968. Gaye’s 
career arc suggests that his interest in the American Songbook was well 
behind him, but the archive—both hidden and hidden in plain sight—
suggests otherwise.

Other songs on Moods of Marvin Gaye, an album of R&B and soul 
“bangers,” would be overshadowed by the success of Gaye’s singles. Nor-
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man Mapp’s “I Worry ’Bout You,” was originally recorded by Arthur 
Prysock and Sinatra collaborator Count Basie in 1965, and George Ben-
son recorded an instrumental version of the song in 1969 that wouldn’t 
be released until 1984. While Gaye’s version is largely forgettable, the 
same cannot be said for his cover of Willie Nelson’s “Night Life.” Te 
Nelson cover is important because, as Gaye is trying achieve some mas-
tery of the American Songbook, and perhaps failing in his eforts, the 
American Songbook itself was going through some revision.

Released by Nelson as a single in 1960, “Night Life” was a hit for 
country singer Ray Price in 1963 and later appears on Nelson’s 1965 
album Country Willie: His Own Songs. Te song proved a challenge for 
Nelson, as it was thought to be not “country” enough, perhaps pivot-
ing too closely toward the blues. Te same could be said about Nelson’s 
“Funny How Time Slips Away,” which also appears on Country Willie 
and was later covered by a who’s who of soul and R&B acts, including 
Joe Hinton, for whom it was a top-ffeen pop hit in 1964; Joe Tex on 
his 1968 album Soul Country; in the mid-1970s by Dorothy Moore of 
“Misty Blue” fame; and Junior Parker on his posthumously released I Tell 
Stories Sad and True, I Sing the Blues and Play Harmonica Too, It Is Very 
Funky (1968). Te song would also be covered by Parker’s more famous 
cousin Al Green, who performed the song on his 1973 album Call Me.14 
At Motown, the Supremes included the song on their The Supremes Sing 
Country Western & Pop album from 1965, and a studio version recorded 
by Stevie Wonder in 1965 would remain shelved for decades.

Nelson was part of a generation of country artists, among whom he 
and Waylon Jennings were two of the most prominent, whose “incorpo-
ration of black infuences . . . became coded as a broader rebuke of the 
South’s racist past.”15 Te so-called “Outlaws,” as Charles Hughes writes, 
“sought to shake up the country establishment and ofer an antidote to 
both the musical and political conservatism of the Nashville sound.”16 
Nelson’s “Funny How Time Slips Away” is easily his biggest contribution 
to the American Songbook, though it overshadows his equally impres-
sive “Night Life.”
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With “Night Life,” Gaye begins to fnd some clarity about those songs, 
and what his contribution to them could be. Te assertiveness that Gaye 
projects vocally on Moods of Marvin Gaye—this sense that he could sing 
anything—can be heard in his performance of “Night Life,” and yet the 
song’s fade, where Motown producers clearly felt the need to bring the 
song to a close, Gaye’s improvisational rifs and moans suggest the blue-
print from where Gaye would fnd his voice in the American Songbook, 
by not playing it straight and embracing the gospel, jazz, R&B, and soul 
infuences that infuenced his style.

Gaye closes Moods of Marvin Gaye with a four-plus minute rendition 
of “One for My Baby (and One for the Road),” a song written by Har-
old Arlen and Johnny Mercer and initially performed by Fred Astaire 
in musical comedy The Sky’s the Limit (1943). Sinatra frst recorded the 
song in 1947 and reprised it for the 1954 flm Young at Heart, in which 
he starred opposite Doris Day. He recorded the song on several other 
occasions, but it is his 1958 version from Frank Sinatra Sings for Only 
the Lonely that became his signature version. One could suggest that the 
diferences between Sinatra’s 1958 version and his earlier version can be 
attributed to his hearing Billie Holiday’s 1957 rendition on her album 
Songs for Distingué. Like his performance of “Night Life,” Gaye pushes 
past the limitations heard on his previous eforts at singing standards 
and torch songs, and it’s clear that he had spent some time with the 
Sinatra and Holiday versions from the late 1950s.

What is also clear is that Motown still had no interest in enabling 
Gaye’s desire to be a pop balladeer, especially since Gaye had fnally bro-
ken through as a “soul man,” establishing himself alongside standard-
bearers like James Brown, Otis Redding, and Wilson Pickett, and as an 
artistic heir to the late Sam Cooke. Te archives of unreleased recordings 
from 1964 and 1965 evidence an album’s worth of torch songs, pop bal-
lads, and show tunes that would only be issued well afer Gaye’s death 
in 1984, including “(I’m Afraid) Tis Masquerade Is Over,” which had 
been recorded for Gaye’s 1961 debut, and Nat King Cole’s signature songs 
“When I Fall in Love” and “Autumn in New York,” which was also as-
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sociated with Holiday and Sinatra. A discerning listener can understand 
Motown’s reluctance to release some of the material; the songs simply 
weren’t up to the standard that Gaye had set for himself as an emerging 
pop star.

Yet there are surprises in the archive. Included among the tracks re-
corded and unreleased from the sessions for Gaye’s Nat King Cole trib-
ute album were several songs arranged by noted jazz trombonist and 
arranger Melba Liston. Best remembered for her work with big band 
luminaries such as Gerald Wilson, Dizzy Gillespie, and Quincy Jones 
and her long-term collaborations with pianist Randy Weston, Liston ar-
ranges “Good-Bye,” “So In Love,” “If I Had to Go On,” and “You’re All 
Tat Matters” for the Cole sessions, and additionally arranges “Quiet 
Nights of Quiet Stars” and “Maria” from sessions in 1965 that remained 
in the can for at least a generation. Stephen Sondheim’s “Maria” from 
West Side Story was recorded as part of a \album of Sinatra music that 
was abandoned as an album project with Cole’s sudden death in 1965 
and the label’s pivot to the Cole tribute album. In his exhaustive work 
on Gaye’s balladry, Andrew Flory notes that when Gaye recorded the 
Cole sessions, Motown was embarking on a major tour of Europe, leav-
ing Gaye, who was “sick,” behind: “With the majority of the company’s 
most prominent artists and background musicians, as well as many of 
its executives, out of town for several weeks, Gaye and producer Harvey 
Fuqua must have had the run of the Motown facilities.”17 Flory adds 
of Liston’s work with Gaye, “In her scores, the instrumental group is 
treated more like a nimble big band than an orchestra . . . leaning heav-
ily on interplay between winds, horns, and strings, and moving instru-
mental voices defly between these sections to create extremely vivid 
coloristic textures.”18

Te tracks Gaye made with Liston for the Cole sessions were not 
released for decades, and even then there was little comment, save for 
Flory’s, on the remarkable nature of the sessions, particularly from the 
standpoint of musical and cultural history. Te fact that Gaye recorded 
these sessions when lef to his own devices, with the additional privilege 
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of being the boss’s brother-in-law, suggest that he was looking beyond 
his comfort zone as an artist and was paying attention to musical ex-
plorations taking place in other cities such as New York, with artist like 
Liston, Randy Weston, and Miles Davis. Gaye’s work with Liston pre-
dates by two years his collaborative eforts with Tammi Terrel, and it’s 
reasonable to think that the magic of the pairing might have found some 
of its own inspiration in the early collaborations between Liston and 
Weston, whose eforts have been likened to the celebrated work of Billy 
Strayhorn and Duke Ellington.19

Tough Gaye did not release a solo album between 1966 and 1968, he 
was working on album-length material, essentially contributing to the 
archive of the American Songbook, with composer and arranger Bobby 
Scott, without the full support of Motown. Gaye began working with 
Scott, known for his composition “A Taste of Honey,” in early 1966; Scott 
also arranged “Night Music.” In Scott, Gaye found his Nelson Riddle—a 
departure from Motown practice, which liked to keep production in-
house. As Gaye confded to Ritz, “I hadn’t given up. In the late sixties, 
when I was trying to fgure things out, I had Bobby Scott, the jazz pia-
nist, write arrangements on a group of pop songs. . . . His arrangements 
were absolute genius. Tere were four ballads and two jazzy big-band 
numbers, and never before had I been so excited about music.”20 Of the 
1967 Scott recordings, several were frst recorded for the sessions that 
were canned in 1965, including “More” and the Sinatra standard “Fly Me 
to the Moon.” Four of them—“Tis Will Make You Laugh,” “She Needs 
Me,” “Te Shadow of Your Smile,” and “Funny”—comprise part of what 
would become known as Gaye’s “vulnerable” sessions.21 Flory notes that 
“Gaye’s frst documented use of expanded vocal composition techniques 
occurred during these 1967 ballad sessions.”22

When placed alongside Gaye’s earlier attempts at the American Song-
book, the Bobby Scott sessions are fairly extraordinary. Had Gaye the 
beneft of working with Scott’s (or even Liston’s) arrangements earlier 
in his career, he might be remembered as one of the last great interpret-
ers of what was at the time a dying tradition of pop standards. Yet the 
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stakes had changed, even for Gaye, and, in the end, he and Scott agreed 
to scrap the project. “It was as though the arrangements were too deep 
for me. Maybe I froze up thinking that the ballads would fop like all 
the ballads I’d sung before,” Gaye explained to Ritz. “Later I learned that 
it wasn’t really a block. I couldn’t sing the songs because I wasn’t old 
enough. I didn’t know enough. I had more sufering to do before I could 
get to the feelings.”23 Gaye was a year short of thirty when he gave up on 
the American Songbook.

Te early 1970s proved a transition period for Gaye. His popular re-
cording partner Tammi Terrell died of a brain tumor in 1970. Gaye, who 
was also deeply impacted by the Vietnam War and the increasing tenor 
of the civil rights and Black Power era, began to look inward. Tis intro-
spective turn ushered in the most sustained period of creativity in Gaye’s 
career, in which a succession of commercially and artistically successful 
recordings including What’s Going On (1971), Let’s Get It On (1973) and 
I Want You (1976) helped to establish him not just as a pop star, but one 
of the iconic geniuses of late twentieth-century Black music. Whereas 
What’s Going One ofered Gaye’s very personal and spiritual views on 
social and cultural issues such as the Vietnam War, the environment, 
urban life, and religion, Let’s Get It On and I Want You found Gaye ex-
ploring the emotional contours of sex and eroticism, largely light of the 
end of his marriage to Anna Gordy Gaye and his burgeoning relation-
ship with Janis Hunter, whom he would marry. For Gaye, part of this 
process included remixing some of his previous eforts. “In a number of 
cases,” Flory writes, “Gaye used advanced vocal composition techniques 
to create new songs from old ballad tracks,” citing Gaye’s “Just to Keep 
You Satisfed” as an example of a song that went through several itera-
tions with diferent vocalists before it appeared on Gaye’s Let’s Get It On.

With Marvin’s Room up and running and on the heels of his own set 
of “Ava songs,” on the album Here, My Dear, Gaye turned back to the 
Bobby Scott sessions in 1977–78. Gaye was on the brink of his fortieth 
birthday, just like Sinatra when he recorded In the Wee Small Hours of 
the Morning, and, to be sure, with his divorce to Anna Gaye fnalized and 

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



“I’ll Be a Bridge”  |  115

his relationship with second wife Janis Gaye fraying, Gaye had achieved 
some of the emotional gravitas he believed he needed to record the Scott 
tracks. “In the midst of one of my worst depressions over Jan, I went 
into my studio and recorded them,” Gaye tells Ritz. “I had the tracks for 
years, but it took me only a single night to sing all those songs . . . and a 
lifetime of pain to gain the wisdom.”24

Yet Gaye’s increased emotional maturity and his willingness to ex-
plore the inner workings of his domestic life only tell part of the story; 
just as signifcant were the advancements that had been made in re-
cording studios, including the emergence of multitrack studios, which 
allowed Gaye to layer his vocals. Gaye transferred his late-1970s ballads 
from sixteen-track to twenty-four-track tapes, which, Flory writes, “col-
lated nearly all of the ballad performances dating back to the original 
1966 Scott sessions, with tape transfer groups mostly intact.”25 Hear-
kening back to a point made earlier by Harry Weinger about “Marvin’s 
many voices,” Michael Eric Dyson explains that “there are few artists 
who are superb in the art of vocal layering: Al Green and Te Beach 
Boys—especially Brian Wilson.”26 Dyson adds, “By the time [Gaye] did 
I Want You, the frst of his albums completed in Marvin’s Room, he had 
“mastered the technique. It’s all the more remarkable when one realizes 
that Gaye didn’t have forty-eight digital tracks to work with. He had had 
sixteen tracks.”27

Armed with a sense of interiority literally cultivated in Marvin’s Room 
and aided by recording technology, Gaye fnished seven tracks, includ-
ing the four of those previously mentioned from 1967, and three new 
ones: “I Won’t Cry Any More,” which Scott himself recorded in 1967, “I 
Wish I Didn’t Love You So,” and “Why Did I Choose You?” A stunning 
achievement vocally, technologically, and artistically, the album was not 
released during Gaye’s lifetime. His relationship with Motown and its 
founder, who had been Gaye’s brother-in-law, was always challenged by 
the label’s bottom line and Gaye’s own desire to trample the commercial 
boundaries set for him. Gaye, who scored only his third number-one 
pop hit with the disco-tinged “Got to Give It Up” and then followed it 
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up with Here, My Dear, in which the highest-charting single, “A Funky 
Space Reincarnation,” didn’t break into the top-100 pop chart, was, from 
Motown’s vantage point, in no position to be “experimental,” particularly 
in a vocal genre that had been largely dormant for a decade.

In the afermath of Gaye’s death in 1984, versions of the Bobby Scott 
sessions surfaced on compilation albums like Romantically Yours (1985), 
which fulflled Gaye’s contract to his last label, Columbia, and at least 
two Motown box sets, The Marvin Gaye Collection (1990) and The Mas-
ter: 1964–1984 (1995). Te best representation of the Bobby Scott sessions 
can be found on Vulnerable (1997), which included the seven tracks 
from 1967 as well as alternate takes of “I Wish I Didn’t Love You So,” “I 
Won’t Cry Anymore,” and “Why Did I Choose You?” Flory cites “Funny,” 
in particular, as representing “the distance that Gaye had traveled, per-
sonally, professionally, and artistically, since recording with Bobby Scott 
in New York in 1966.”28 Released almost ffeen years afer his death, 
Vulnerable was treated more as an aferthought than as the revelation it 
was. As Ritz acknowledges, “In singing achingly slow ballads . . . [Gaye] 
achieved the mastery of Sinatra’s Wee Small Hours or Billie Holiday’s 
Lady in Satin.”29

Aretha Franklin’s American Songbook

Marvin Gaye spent nearly his entire professional career trying to achieve 
mastery of the American Songbook, the canon of the most influential 
American pop songs, which at the beginning of Gaye’s career in 1961 was 
a virtual all-White male collective of lyricists and composers. In Gaye’s 
case, pursuit of that mastery—and to what end?—might have seemed a 
flight of fancy, but that was not the case for one of his most significant 
contemporaries, Aretha Franklin, who began her career as a pop music 
vocalist a year before Gaye, in 1960. And although Franklin lived in 
Detroit, and her family was cordial with the Gordy family, she eschewed 
the hometown label to sign with Columbia Records and to work with 
legendary producer John Hammond. Unlike many of her Detroit friends 
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who signed with Motown, Franklin wasn’t saddled with the pressure of 
building a brand at Columbia, whose roster in the late 1950s included 
Frank Sinatra, Miles Davis, Billie Holiday, and later included Barbara 
Streisand, who signed to the label in the early 1960s.30 Franklin recorded 
with Columbia until late 1966, when she signed with Atlantic Records 
and established herself as one of America’s most significant vocalists.

Trough Franklin’s Columbia archive, a portrait of her early career 
has been curated by the label that easily distinguishes those recordings 
from those made during the Atlantic years, which clearly overshadow 
the work she made for Columbia. Perhaps Columbia prefers Franklin’s 
earlier records to be set apart in this way, since it provides the label with 
a distinct Franklin brand, that, while less commercially successful than 
the body of work Franklin produced with Atlantic from 1967 to 1978, 
positions her as a separate, distinct artist. Franklin’s primary repertoire 
at Columbia was comprised of torch songs, 1960s-style pop ballads in 
the vein of Dinah Washington and Dionne Warwick (Franklin covers 
songs by both), show tunes, and what might be described as “turntable” 
hits. Te dominant narrative suggests that, in her Columbia recordings, 
Franklin was not gritty enough, not soulful enough, not Black enough, 
and that the Aretha Franklin that literally Arrives in 1967 is the real, 
authentic Franklin. As Daphne Brooks writes, “Skeptics who stereotype 
Aretha as the ‘earthy,’ ‘natural’ woman who only connected with her 
‘soul’ on Atlantic Records conveniently forget the active role that she 
played in developing her own virtuosic talents as a musician. . . . Call-
ing Aretha a ‘natural’ diminishes our appreciation of the ways that she 
worked hard at cultivating her craf.”31

Brooks’s point about Franklin’s attention to craf is borne out in both 
her direct relationship with the American Songbook, as well as the art-
ists whose work she covered and whose careers were aligned with the 
American Songbook and other songs from that era. Franklin’s covers 
seemed to be inspired by several dynamics: to work through a style in 
an efort to achieve mastery, to pay tribute to an artist, and to do some-
thing diferent (or better, shade being shade) with a song. Terein lies 
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Franklin’s genius—she didn’t cover a song; she made it something new, 
something distinctly Aretha. Franklin, for all intents, invented her own 
personal American Songbook and, in doing so, raised questions about 
the validity of an “American Songbook” absent of the sonic contribu-
tions of Black American singers and songwriters.

Franklin’s 1960 debut, called simply Aretha, paired her with the talents 
of pianist Ray Bryant, who also served as the session’s musical director, 
and was produced by John Hammond, whose résumé at the time included 
work with Bessie Smith and Billie Holiday. At eighteen years old, Frank-
lin’s signature talents were already on display on tracks like “Maybe I’m a 
Fool” and “Today I Sing the Blues.” Revelatory from that frst session is 
Franklin’s rendition of “Over the Rainbow.” Te song, performed by Judy 
Garland in The Wizard of Oz, had generated renewed interest when the 
soundtrack was released to coincide with the flm’s television premiere in 
1956. In the 1960s, “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” became a favorite tune 
for a young Patti Labelle, then fronting the Bluebelles. Tough the song 
still remains Labelle’s signature, resonances of Franklin’s early version can 
be heard on that original Labelle cover, which in many ways erases Gar-
land’s singular imprint on the song—at least for Black audiences—save the 
cultural signifcance of The Wizard of Oz.

Franklin’s recordings The Tender, the Moving, the Swinging Aretha 
(1962) and Laughing on the Outside (1963) fnd Franklin coming into her 
own as a vocalist. Together, the two recordings should have made Frank-
lin a star on the level that Streisand achieved in the mid-1960s. Tough 
Frank Sinatra and Barbra Streisand were giants in their own right, nei-
ther could sing “Amazing Grace” like Franklin, yet Franklin could have 
sung anything on In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning and indeed 
in 1964 recorded Streisand’s “People” from the musical Funny Girl, the 
same year as her labelmate, though it wouldn’t be released until 1969, 
three years afer Franklin lef Columbia. Te career trajectory of Frank-
lin’s labelmate Streisand ofers an instructive view of the limits placed on 
Franklin during her time there. Troughout the 1960s, Streisand could 
be Streisand, without the pressures of placed on pop top-forty artists, 
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while also being presented with opportunities in flm and television, 
and on the stage, where she frst established herself, that Franklin would 
never have. “[Franklin] wanted to be a movie star,” flmmaker Alan El-
liott recalled on the occasion of the 2019 release of Franklin’s Sydney 
Pollock–directed documentary flm Amazing Grace afer a forty-year 
delay. “Which is something I don’t think [Franklin] ever really got over,” 
Elliott adds. “Tat same year, Barbra Streisand got to make The Way 
We Were [ironically with Sydney Pollack]. Diana Ross got to make Lady 
Sings the Blues.”32 While Franklin’s work in this period didn’t grant her 
the artistic cache of Streisand, it ofered the opportunity for something 
more sustainable.

Laughing on the Outside (1963), released the same year of Streisand’s 
debut with Columbia, The Barbra Streisand Album, in retrospect repre-
sents Columbia’s most successful attempt to package Franklin as a song 
stylist, with brilliant interpretations of Johnny Mercer and Hoagy Car-
michael’s “Skylark”; “If I Ever I Would Leave You,” from the 1960 Tony 
Award–winning Broadway production of Camelot, in which the song 
was performed by Robert Goulet; and “For All We Know,” later covered 
by Donny Hathaway and Roberta Flack for Atlantic. Among the songs 
included on Franklin’s 1962 and 1963 Columbia releases, Lil Hardin 
Armstrong’s “Just for a Trill” is a telling choice. Hardin, who was mar-
ried to Louis Armstrong in the 1920s, is credited with mentoring him 
when they met as members of King Oliver’s band. A pianist by trade, 
Hardin, who led several all-women orchestras, was one of the few Black 
women musicians to work among early jazz musicians. “Just for Trill” 
was covered by Ray Charles on his album The Genius of Ray Charles 
(1959), which signaled his move to more mainstream pop music, and as 
such was an ideal song for Franklin to cover. Yet Hardin’s song, which is 
followed on the album by Billie Holiday’s “God Bless the Child,” is a bit 
of an outlier, given Hardin’s obscurity, her career overshadowed by that 
of her former husband, and the scarcity of songs by written by women 
on the two albums. Franklin’s performance of “Just for a Trill” fgures 
as an early efort by the singer to reimagine the American Songbook.
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Ofcially, Franklin’s next release was Unforgettable (1964), a collection 
of songs recorded by Dinah Washington, and in tribute to Washington, 
who died in December 1963. Perhaps her most remarkable achievement 
at Columbia, Unforgettable is also Franklin’s most well-known collec-
tion of covers, characteristic of the dynamics that compelled Franklin to 
record songs previously performed by others. Washington, the “Queen 
of the Blues,” was a family friend and mentor of sorts to Franklin. More 
important, Washington’s ability to straddle genres such as the “ballsy” 
blues, hard-driving R&B, and pop jazz standards made Franklin her 
logical heir apparent. On Unforgettable, Franklin paid ftting tributes to 
some of Washington’s most popular mainstream hits, including “What a 
Diference a Day Makes,” “Tis Bitter Earth,” and the title song, a hit for 
Washington, who updated Nat King Cole’s signature version by mostly 
playing it straight.

On tracks like “Drinking Again” and Washington’s early hit “Evil Gal 
Blues” (1944), recorded two years afer Franklin was born, you can hear 
the singer working toward mastery of a style most associated with the 
back rooms of the Chitlin Circuit. But it is with “Cold, Cold Heart,” a 
piece of classic Americana originally written and recorded by rockabilly 
legend Hank Williams in 1950, that Franklin fnds her voice. Known 
for songs like “Hey Good Lookin’” and “Your Cheatin Heart,” released 
afer his death at age twenty-nine in 1953, Williams, as Richard Leppert 
and George Lipsitz write, “presented a masculine voice that longed for 
reconnection with the feminine” that was in contrast to the “masculinist 
rhetoric of Mickey Spillane novels and John Wayne flms . . . and pater-
nalistic pressures of outer-directed corporate culture to the hedonistic 
appeals of Playboy magazine all encouraged men to widen the distance 
between themselves and women.”33

Leppert and Lipsitz’s comments illuminate why a Black woman artist 
like Dinah Washington would choose to cover Williams, whose sense 
of emotional interiority in his singing offered emotional access for 
Washington’s interpretation. Indeed Washington had a major hit in 1951 
with “Cold, Cold Heart,” transforming the country blues into a strut-
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ting, mid-tempo R&B track. When Washington moved to the Mercury 
label in the late 1950s and found success as a crossover pop singer, she 
recorded a second version of “Cold, Cold Heart.” Franklin’s version of 
the song is unrecognizable from the original Williams version as well as 
both of Washington renditions. Accompanying herself on piano, “Cold, 
Cold Heart” is, for all intents, an original composition, and the proto-
type for the style of soul that Franklin would revolutionize in the late 
1960s. One might say the “Queen of Soul” was born on that track.

But Unforgettable only tells part of the story of Franklin’s ascendance 
as an interpreter and emerging arbiter of the American Songbook. In 
1963, between the releases of Laughing on the Outside and Unforgettable, 
Franklin recorded an album-length session with the same Bobby Scott 
who, four years later, would curate an American Songbook session for 
Marvin Gaye. Franklin’s Scott sessions raise questions about Gaye’s level 
of awareness of Franklin’s work with the arranger, particularly since the 
sessions where canned by Columbia before resurfacing on the 2002 col-
lection The Queen in Waiting and later given a more formal release as 
Tiny Sparrow: The Bobby Scott Sessions in 2011. “I Won’t Cry Anymore,” 
the only track that both Franklin and Gaye recorded with Scott, appears 
on the 1952 debut Because of You (along with “Cold, Cold, Heart”) of 
Tony Bennett, whose career has largely been defned by his interpreta-
tion of the American Songbook. Te album’s track listing, which, in ad-
dition to “I Won’t Cry Anymore,” includes tracks like Henry Mancini’s 
“Moon River” from Breakfast at Tiffany’s, Billy Strayhorn’s “Little Brown 
Book” (which was given legendary treatment on the only album-length 
collaboration between Duke Ellington and John Coltrane in 1962), and a 
simply breathtaking version of “Tiny Sparrow,” the American folk ballad 
that appeared on Peter, Paul, and Mary’s second album Moving (1963), 
speaks to the eclecticism of Franklin’s session with Scott and also likely 
explains why it was shelved at the time.

Like Marvin’s session from Scott, which remained in the archive for 
decades, Franklin’s Scott sessions provide a fuller view of her career de-
signs and the wide range of material she felt comfortable or even worthy 
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of recording. At the time that Franklin recorded Unforgettable, neither 
Hank Williams nor Dinah Washington would have been considered nat-
ural interpreters of the American Songbook, yet Franklin’s recordings 
of “Cold, Cold Heart” and Washington’s “Tis Bitter Earth” highlight 
the ways that a new generation of artists in the 1960s helped to redefne 
the canon of American song, particularly at the intersections of music 
made by African Americans and working-class ethnic Whites.34 Wil-
liams’s “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry” (1949), a song credited to both 
Williams and Paul Gilley, has become a standard, recorded by a wide 
array of artists including Al Green, who covered the song on Call Me 
(1973), the same album where he tackles Willie Nelson. Te same can 
be said about Washington’s “Tis Bitter Earth,” which was written and 
produced by Clyde Otis and covered by a litany of Washington’s con-
temporaries, such as Big Maybelle, Nancy Wilson Brook Benton, and 
Etta James (forty years afer Washington’s original), and, years later, by 
Johnny Taylor, Lou Rawls, Gladys Knight, and Jimmy Scott.

Not surprisingly, given the artistic accomplishment of Unforgettable, 
Columbia turned to Clyde Otis himself to produce Franklin’s next two 
albums, Runnin’ Out of Fools (1965) and Yeah!!! (which was originally 
released with a canned audience track). Te Otis sessions also yielded 
material that was included on Soul Sister (1966) and Take It Like You 
Give It (1967), the albums that fulflled Franklin’s contractual obligations 
to Columbia before her move to Atlantic. Runnin’ Out of Fools might 
have been Franklin’s most important Columbia album, not just because 
of it was her frst commercial success for the label, having reached the 
R&B charts, but because it hinted at the way Franklin began to imagine 
herself in a pop music world that was exploding in the midst of anti–
Vietnam War demonstrations, the civil rights movement, and the death 
of Camelot. At least from Columbia’s standpoint, Clyde Otis seemed 
the perfect musical interlocutor for Franklin: Runnin’ Out of Fools in-
cluded covers of the R&B hits of Inez and Charlie Foxx (“Mockingbird”), 
Brenda Holloway (“Every Little Bit Hurts”), Brook Benton (“It’s Just a 
Matter of Time”), Mary Wells (“My Guy”), Dionne Warwick (“Walk on 
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By”), Barbara Lynn (You’ll Lose a Good Ting”) and Betty Everett (“Te 
Shoop Shoop Song”), though it was the title track, an original from Kay 
Rogers and Richard Ahlert, that became a hit single. Te covers on the 
album were important because they exhibited Franklin’s literacy with 
the music of young Black America—something that might not have 
been presumed, given her lifelong connections to the gospel music es-
tablishment and the adult pop she previously recorded at Columbia.

Otis also produced the session A Bit of Soul (1965), which Columbia 
chose not to release, deciding to issue a series of singles instead, the most 
famous of which is “One Step Ahead,” which formed the basis of Mos 
Def ’s “Ms. Fat Booty” thirty-fve years later. On those sessions with Otis 
in 1964 and 1965, Franklin also recorded Barbra Streisand’s “People,” 
in addition to “Cry Like a Baby,” an early composition by Ashford and 
Simpson, who would become iconic songwriters in their own right with 
their popular collaborations with Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell. She 
also recorded the Otis original “Take a Look,” a subtle protest ballad that 
further evinced Franklin’s interest in the social and political world evolv-
ing outside of the recording booth. Te song, which was later covered by 
Martha and the Vandellas on the 1970 album Natural Resources, would 
become the title track of Natalie Cole’s 1993 collection of standards.

It would be an overstatement to say that Franklin’s ability to add 
nuance to tracks like Holloway’s “Every Little Bit Hurts” or Warwick’s 
“Walk on By” created the context in which such songs might be viewed 
as canonical (Warwick could do as much in her own right); Franklin had 
neither the artistic inclination nor the commercial gravitas to do so in 
the mid-1960s. Yet the unreleased recordings that remained in Colum-
bia’s archive for years suggest that Franklin had her own mind about how 
to interpret songs that belonged in both the American Songbook and in 
a canon of jazz, R&B, and soul, and that such categories were not mutu-
ally exclusive. Te situation was quite diferent when Franklin covered 
Warwick in 1968 on her fourth album for Atlantic. “I Say a Little Prayer” 
was written by Hal David and Burt Bacharach for Warwick, the duo 
who penned most of Dionne Warwick’s hits during the 1960s. Warwick 
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scored a top-fve pop hit a year before Franklin’s version, which hit the 
top-ten charts but was a bigger hit than Warwick’s on the R&B charts. To 
say that Franklin’s version, which featured her on piano, backed by the 
Sweet Inspirations (including Warwick’s cousin Cissy Houston), is better 
than Warwick’s—the most successful Black female solo vocalist of that 
era, until Franklin’s ascent—is unfair; it’s a fundamentally diferent song.

By the time Franklin walked into the Atlantic studios in April and 
September 1968 to record Soul ’69, she was unquestionably the “Queen.” 
Franklin’s frst four albums for Atlantic were all top-fve pop hits, and 
all of them topped the R&B charts, generating eight top-ten pop singles 
and six number-one R&B singles. With so much ahead of her, Frank-
lin chose to look back on Soul ’69, covering a group of soul and R&B 
classics, many of which would be noted in contemporary conversations 
about the American Songbook. Some of the choices were obvious nods 
to the moment, such as a cover of her Detroit homeboy Smokey Rob-
inson’s “Tracks of My Tears” and Sam Cooke’s “Bring It On Home To 
Me” (she had covered Cooke’s “You Send Me” and “A Change is Gonna 
Come” on previous albums). Tere were inspired choices as well, like 
Big Maybelle’s “Ramblin’ (Blues)”; “River’s Invitation” by Percy May-
feld, known for penning Ray Charles’s “Hit the Road Jack”; “Crazy He 
Calls Me,” a hit for Billie Holiday in the late 1940s; and “So Long,” one of 
Franklin’s best performances, and a song most famous as a hit for Ruth 
Brown, also covered by R&B stalwarts Big Maybelle and Charles Brown. 
Te irony of many of the covers on Soul ‘69 is that Franklin paid trib-
ute to artists that her successes had, to some extent, made irrelevant to 
mainstream pop audiences. Tat includes Franklin herself: Soul ’69 also 
features a version of “Today I Sing the Blues,” which Franklin recorded 
in 1960 on her frst album with Columbia. With the latter version of the 
song, listeners can literally hear the changes that Franklin had wrought 
on Black music.

Some of Franklin’s most inventive covers would be found on a string 
of studio albums that she released between 1970 and 1974—albums that 
did not match the commercial success of her earlier Atlantic albums, 
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but may represent her best, if not most underrated, work. This Girl’s In 
Love with You (1970)—the title a rif on Herb Alpert’s This Guy’s in Love 
with You (1968), written by David and Bacharach—is most remembered 
for a composition by Franklin, “Call Me,” one of the few originals on the 
album. Te single for “Call Me” was backed by what the Reverend C. L. 
Franklin might have called a “stone cold” take on Dusty Springfeld’s 
“Son of a Preacher Man.” To the uninitiated, one might have thought 
that Springfeld must have been covering Franklin; in fact, Springfeld 
recorded the song, which was produced by longtime Franklin collabo-
rators Jerry Wexler and Tom Dowd, afer it had been turned down by 
Franklin, who took a second look at the song afer Springfeld’s suc-
cess with it. Franklin also paid tribute to the “death” of the Beatles, with 
a faithful cover of “Let It Be” and gave “Eleanor Rigby” a bath in the 
mythical lake of Muscle Shoals.

Culling her roots, Franklin also recorded a version of “Share Your 
Love with Me,” the frst single from This Girl’s in Love with You, an R&B 
hit for Bobby “Blue” Bland six years earlier, as well as of James Carr’s 
“Dark End of the Street,” a song that would inspire the title of histo-
rian Danielle McGuire’s book on sexual violence against Black women 
in the early twentieth century. Franklin went deeper with the follow-up 
album Spirit in the Dark (1970), the biggest hit from which was her fresh 
cover of labelmate Ben E. King’s “Don’t Play Tat Song.” On the follow-
up studio album Young, Gifted, and Black (1972), she reimagined King’s 
“Spanish Harlem.” Afer this, Franklin returned to the Carole King 
songbook—one of her signature recordings “(You Make Me Feel Like) 
A Natural Woman” was penned by King—with a cover of “Oh No Not 
My Baby,” originally recorded by the underrated vocalist Maxine Brown. 
While B. B. King earned his own right to mainstream success, Franklin’s 
cover of King’s most successful singles “Te Trill is Gone” and “Why I 
Sing the Blues” helped solidify his career as a touring artist for the next 
forty-plus years. Tis was a period in which Franklin began to under-
stand the power of her ability to introduce older R&B and blues artists 
to younger crossover audiences. Interestingly, Franklin’s four originals 
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on Spirit in the Dark especially the title song (which, admittedly, pales 
alongside her live Fillmore West version) and “Try Matty’s,” fnd Frank-
lin achieving the full mastery of the very genres that she had previously 
gestured toward with covers.

With the covers that appear on Young, Gifted, and Black and Let Me 
in Your Life (1974), Franklin had achieved a quality of sublimity that co-
incided with a period that found her at the height of her creative power. 
Tere’s not even a novice Franklin fan that wouldn’t put the Franklin 
originals “Rock Steady” and “Day Dreaming” on their list of favorite 
Queen of Soul tracks. Yet Franklin’s cover of the title track, “Young, 
Gifed, and Black,” with her signature piano playing pushed to the front 
of the mix, transforms Nina Simone’s stately anthem into something 
otherworldly and multigenerational; listeners only need to consider at 
least two of the hip-hop songs that sampled it—Heavy D’s “Yes, Y’all,” 
twenty years afer Franklin’s version, and Rapsody’s “Laila’s Wisdom,” 
forty-fve years afer—as evidence of its reach and appeal. Elton John had 
not yet achieved his frst number-one hit in the United States (“Croco-
dile Rock”), when Franklin recorded his “Border Song (Holy Moses),” 
which initially appeared on the British rocker’s second album, Elton John 
(1970). Additionally, Franklin broadly reimagined the Delfonics’ “Didn’t 
I (Blow Your Mind),” with a Freddie Hubbard’s Red Clay–styled intro, 
and updated Otis Redding’s “I’ve Been Loving You Too Long” as a soul-
ful slow drag. Te standout was Franklin’s rendition of the Jerry Butler 
classic “A Brand New Me,” which she turns into a rollicking celebration 
of self-love, closing with a nearly minute-long piano solo that is among 
the best of her studio recordings.

At the time that Franklin recorded “Until You Come Back to Me” for 
Let Me in Your Life, few people knew it was a cover. Written and recorded 
by Stevie Wonder in 1967, Wonder’s version was not made publicly avail-
able until the release of his anthology, Looking Back (1977). For Franklin, 
it would be the last top-fve pop hit of her Atlantic career, and an example 
of her taking on her “soul man” peers. Te album’s title track was a cover 
of a sparse Bill Withers song, which, courtesy of Donny Hathaway, be-

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



“I’ll Be a Bridge”  |  127

comes a slice of electrifed funk. In the spirit of “Day Dreaming,” Franklin 
ofers a whispering breeze of a version of Bobby Womack’s “I’m in Love” 
(1968), which was frst recorded by Wilson Pickett in 1967. Franklin had 
previously covered Womack on her 1973 studio album, Hey Now Hey 
(The Other Side of the Sky), which includes a stellar, seven-minute version 
of “Tat’s Te Way I Feel about Cha,” produced by Quincy Jones a year 
before he broke through with his prototypical jazz/pop with Body Heat 
(1974). Finally, Franklin ofers a slow and sassy version of Marvin Gaye 
and Tammi Terrell’s “Ain’t Nothing Like the Real Ting” that takes the 
Motown track to a level of sensuality that Gaye himself had just begun 
to explore with Let’s Get It On, released the previous year. Let Me in Your 
Life contains two of Franklin’s most impressive studio performances on 
“Oh Baby” and “If You Don’t Tink”—both written by her, and poten-
tially the best evidence of the singer at her vocal peak.

Te only other match to these songs is the album’s closer, Franklin’s 
cover of Leon Russell’s “A Song for You.” Afer Donny Hathaway released 
a studio version of the song in 1971, “A Song for You” became a big ses-
sion song for soul singers. Originally recorded on Russell’s eponymous 
debut in 1970 as the opening track, the song was rescued from obscurity 
a year later by Andy Williams, who made a career of recording “middle-
of-the-road” (MOR) fare, starting with his popular version of Henry 
Mancini’s “Moon River” in 1960. Helen Reddy and the Carpenters also 
gave the song with the MOR treatment in the early 1970s, which could 
be said to betray Russell’s vision of the song, as a White artist comfort-
able working in soul and blues idioms. Russell has some real street cred: 
he was instrumental in the early success of the Greenwood, Archer, and 
Pine Street Band, later known as the Gap Band, which featured vocal-
ist Charlie Wilson, and he also co-wrote “Superstar” for the Carpenters, 
which later became a signature tune for Luther Vandross, who perhaps 
performed the song more closely to the way Russell may have originally 
imagined it.

Tat same year as Williams’s version of “A Song for You,” and one of 
the few times the song was released as a single, Merry Clayton recorded 
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a version for her self-titled solo album. Perhaps best known for her duet 
with Mick Jagger on the Rolling Stones’ “Gimme Shelter” (1969), Clay-
ton also provided backing vocals on Russell’s debut. Her version of the 
song is signifcant in light of the fact that her album featured contri-
butions from bassist Wilton Felder and pianist Joe Sample, both of the 
Crusaders (who also contributed to Marvin Gaye’s Let’s Get It On), as 
well as session guitarist David T. Walker, who appears on many Motown 
recordings in the early 1970s, and the legendary Billy Preston, contribu-
tions that illuminate the song’s resonance among soul and jazz perform-
ers. Jazz vocalists Carmen McRae and Billy Eckstine recorded versions 
of “A Song for You” in the early 1970s, as did Al Wilson (“Show and 
Tell”), Freda Payne (“Band of Gold”), and Lou Rawls, to name just a few. 
Te Temptations also recorded their own, very fne version, featuring 
Dennis Edwards on lead vocals.

When Donny Hathaway covered A Song for You” on his second 
album Donny Hathaway (1971), which also included covers of songs 
by Mac Davis, Billy Preston, George Clinton and Van McCoy, Rus-
sell’s composition provided much for him to work with. One could be 
forgiven for thinking that “A Song for You” was Hathaway’s song; the 
late stylist gave it such personal touch that his catalog is unimaginable 
without it, though it would be nearly a decade afer Hathaway’s studio 
version—and a year afer his death—that most listeners would hear his 
live version of song on In Performance. By then, Russell was a footnote 
to his own composition.

Hathaway was in the studio when Aretha Franklin recorded the ses-
sions that became Let Me in Your Life (1974), which should be remem-
bered as Franklin’s last great studio recording, and among the top three 
of her best recordings. Tough Hathaway played acoustic and electric 
piano on the Bobby Womack–penned single “I’m in Love” (which 
topped the R&B charts) and Franklin’s cover of Stevie Wonder’s “Until 
You Come Back to Me,” which was her last major pop hit until “Freeway 
of Love” more than a decade later, he does not appear on Franklin’s ver-
sion of “A Song for You,” which closes the album. Franklin could have 
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decided to make a statement by taking the song to church, as Hatha-
way did, but instead she chose to swing it, accompanying herself on the 
electric piano, perhaps as a nod to the exquisite and underrated Quincy 
Jones–produced album that precedes Let Me in Your Life. Franklin’s ver-
sion, which opens with her playing a solo on a Fender Rhodes, her vo-
cals lagging slyly just behind the beat, might be the defnitive version, if 
only because no one could sing along with her. When Franklin’s perfor-
mances of songs from the American Songbook were more nuanced, they 
achieved an aura of originality.

Franklin continued to make covers, even later in her career, afer she 
lef Atlantic and recorded for Clive Davis’s Arista Records, such as the 
Rolling Stones’ “You Can’t Turn Me Loose” and the Doobie Brothers’ 
“What a Fool Believes” on her frst Arista album in 1980. On her most 
commercially successful album, Who’s Zoomin’ Who? (1985), Franklin 
covers “Sweet Bitter Love,” a song she frst recorded during her legend-
ary Clyde Otis sessions that had remained in the can for decades. Ro-
berta Flack included a version of the song on her 1971 album Quiet Fire. 
On Franklin’s 1985 version, you can hear an artist paying tribute not 
simply to the music and the artists that came before her, but to the long 
journey that had brought her to that moment.

Franklin’s last studio album, Aretha Franklin Sings the Great Diva Clas-
sics (2014), found the artist covering songs by Etta James, Gladys Knight, 
Gloria Gaynor, Chaka Khan (via Whitney Houston), Diana Ross, and, 
most famously Adele, adding her own Aretha-ish spin on “Rolling in the 
Deep.” Also included on that last studio is another rendition of “People,” 
a song best known for launching the career of Franklin’s contemporary 
Barbara Streisand in 1964 that Franklin had previously recorded in 1964 
as part of the Otis sessions, but, like “Sweet, Bitter Love,” it, too, was not 
released. Franklin’s inclusion of the song on this last album served as 
a coy reminder of what could have been—flm, stage, television, if we 
are to follow the arc of Streisand’s career—and what had to be. Franklin 
might have been the greatest soul singer to ever live, but to crown her 
the “Queen of Soul” would be to limit the full range of her mastery of 
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the American Songbook, and therefore to the very defnition of what 
the American Songbook could be. Franklin, in efect invented a new 
American Songbook, or what could simply be called Aretha Franklin’s 
American Songbook. Nowhere would this be more apparent than when 
Franklin walked into the New Temple Missionary Baptist Church in Los 
Angeles in 1972.

“I’ll Be a Bridge”: Redefining the American Songbook

Two months short of her thirtieth birthday, and less than two weeks 
before the release of her eighteenth studio album, Young, Gifted, and 
Black, Aretha Franklin entered the New Temple Missionary Baptist 
Church in Los Angeles to record a live gospel album. Backed by the 
Southern California Community Choir, under the direction of her long-
time friend and mentor the Reverend James Cleveland, the subsequent 
recording eventually sold over two million copies and remained the 
best-selling gospel album of all time for more than twenty years. Firmly 
established as the Queen of Soul, Franklin was at the peak of her artistic 
powers when she recorded Amazing Grace, and the album stands as the 
best testament of Franklin’s singular genius after its release in June 1972.

In a tellingly titled New York Times review of Aretha Franklin’s Young, 
Gifted, and Black, published in March 1972, “Aretha’s Blooming Tirties,” 
critic Don Heckman describes the album as “an extraordinary, eclectic 
set of material.”35 To date, Franklin had earned six Grammy Awards, and 
nearly a dozen of her singles and several of her albums had gone gold; 
she was easily the most commercially successful Black woman vocalist of 
all time. Culled from sessions recorded in late 1970 and throughout 1971, 
Young, Gifted, and Black marks the beginning of what might be called 
Franklin’s most sustained period of artistic genius. Franklin’s choice to 
record tracks like Elton John’s “Border Song,” Jerry Butler’s “Brand New 
Me,” Lennon and McCartney’s “Te Long and Winding Road,” and Nina 
Simone’s “Young, Gifed, and Black,” alongside originals like “Day Drea-
min’,” “All the King’s Horses,” and the infectious “Rock Steady” was as 
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much the decision of an artist who had earned the right to record any-
thing she wanted as it was the expression of a woman who felt she fnally 
had control over her life and career.

Franklin made the album while living in New York City, afer years of 
working in the shadow of her father, the legendary preacher Reverend 
C. L. Franklin, and under the professional guidance of her frst husband, 
Ted White. In her autobiography, From These Roots (1999), Franklin 
writes of this period, “I see those days as a tremendous growth period 
and declaration of my independence. I was rediscovering myself.”36 Of 
Young Gifted, and Black, Franklin adds that with that album she felt “free 
and willing to take creative risks.”37 Part of that rediscovery, apparently, 
entailed Aretha going back to church, in which her lived experiences 
while recording Young, Gifted, and Black may have served as a portal.

Franklin is adamant in her memoirs that Amazing Grace didn’t mark 
a return to church, in a spiritual sense, but “when I say ‘took me back 
to church,’ I mean recording in church. I never lef church. And I never 
will.”38 Franklin’s very frst recording, “Never Grow Old,” was recorded 
in her father’s church in 1956. Her frst album, Songs of Faith, released 
a year later, contained recordings collected from live performances of 
Franklin while on tour with her father. In the interim years between that 
release and Amazing Grace, Franklin had, with other artists, contributed 
to the mainstreaming of the Black gospel aesthetic in popular music and 
culture. Tough Franklin had long wanted to make a full-fedged live 
gospel recording, the immediate impetus for Amazing Grace might have 
been one of Franklin’s most triumphant performances: her three-night 
stand with King Curtis at Bill Graham’s Fillmore West in March 1971, an 
engagement that resulted in the recording Live at the Fillmore West (later 
reissued in full as Don’t Fight the Feeling: Live at the Fillmore West). In-
troducing Franklin and her music to one of the iconic sites of late 1960s 
and early 1970s counterculture seemed like a risky endeavor at the time. 
As writer Mark Bego describes the venue in his book Aretha Franklin: 
The Queen of Soul, “Tere were no chairs and bleachers . . . the audience 
sat cross-legged on the foor, or stood up and grooved to the music being 

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



132  |  “I’ll Be a Bridge”

performed on stage. People in the audience freely passed around joints 
during the shows.”39

It was Jerry Wexler, Franklin’s longtime producer, who was largely 
behind the Fillmore West engagement, in an efort to counter the incli-
nation to view Franklin simply as a soul singer. Wexler’s ambitions were 
likely geared largely toward broadening her commercial appeal, whereas 
Franklin may have had greater aims regarding the American Songbook. 
Bego quotes Wexler as saying, “We want these longhairs to listen to this 
lady. Afer that there’ll be no problems.”40 Franklin still had to deliver, 
and she did, tackling material like Stephen Stills’s “Love the One You’re 
With” and Bread’s “Make It with You” for the frst time. Stills had begun 
his career with Bufalo Springfeld (“For What It’s Worth”), moved on to 
a solo career (during which he recorded “Love the One You’re With”), 
and spent time in a supergroup that included Bufalo Springfeld band-
mate Neil Young, Graham Nash of the Hollies, and David Crosby of the 
Byrds.41 “Make It with You” was the most popular of the songs by Bread, 
who, with tracks like “If,” “Baby I’m-a Want You,” and “Aubrey,” might be 
thought of as the founders of sof rock. Franklin had little trouble taking 
on the songs.

Te same could be said of Franklin’s version of Paul Simon’s “Bridge 
over Troubled Water,” which in retrospect might be the only song Frank-
lin recorded over those three nights that might be considered part of the 
American Songbook, and indeed Simon himself might be the only com-
poser that would be considered in that light. Released in 1970, “Bridge 
over Troubled Water” was the biggest hit of Simon & Garfunkel, the 
duo whose singles “Te Sound of Silence” (1965), “Homeward Bound” 
(1966), and “Mrs. Robinson” (featured in the 1967 flm The Graduate, 
starring Dustin Hofman) epitomized the 1960s pop-folk sound. Te 
song, which was the title track of the pair’s fnal studio album, earned 
them a Grammy Award for Record of the Year, and, for Simon, a 
Grammy for Song of the Year in 1971. As a single, “Bridge over Troubled 
Water” was a bit of a departure for the group, as it featured Garfunkel 
on lead vocals, as opposed to the shared harmonies that marked most 
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of their previous hits. Te song also included a distinct reference to the 
Black gospel tradition. According to Simon, the song’s title was inspired 
by an ad-lib performed by Claude Jeter, lead vocalist of the Swan Sil-
vertones, on their 1958 version of “Mary Don’t Weep,” who sang at the 
song’s close, “I’ll be a bridge over deep water if you trust in my name.”42

Simon’s referencing of the Black gospel tradition resonated with 
Black artists, including the Supremes (with new lead Jean Terrell) and 
the Jackson 5 (with Jermaine Jackson on lead vocals), who recorded ver-
sions of the song in 1970, as well as Franklin’s labelmate Roberta Flack, 
who included a version on her third studio album, Quiet Fire (1971). 
All of the various renditions hewed fairly close to the original in style, 
particularly Flack’s. Franklin’s version, of course, was another matter, 
beginning with a background vocal arrangement in which the trio of 
Brenda Bryant, Margaret Branch, and Pat Smith open with the refrain, 
“Don’t trouble the waters, leave it alone, why don’t you, why don’t you, 
let it be / Still waters run deep, yes, it do,” at once signaling the music 
of the Beatles and the Four Tops, whose Smokey Robinson composi-
tion “Still Water (Love)” was their last big hit before departing Motown 
for ABC-Dunhill in 1973. Te Beatles’ “Let It Be” was a more complex 
citation, and even a reminder, as Franklin’s version of the Lennon and 
McCartney anthem had actually frst been included on Franklin’s This 
Girl’s in Love with You, two months before it appeared as the title track 
and penultimate single on the Beatles’ fnal studio album. Franklin had 
been sent a demo of the recording prior to the song’s release, and, nota-
bly, Billy Preston plays keyboards on both the Beatles studio version and 
Franklin’s Fillmore West performance. In citing and recording “Bridge 
over Troubled Water” and “Let It Be,” Franklin had sung herself into the 
pantheon of contemporary White pop music; the two songs sat atop the 
pop charts for eight weeks in the period during and immediately fol-
lowing Franklin’s appearances at the Fillmore West. As David Remnick 
would write some years later, “Just as Otis Redding quit singing ‘Respect’ 
afer hearing Aretha’s version (‘From now on, it belongs to her’), Simon 
and Art Garfunkel forever had to compete with the memory of this per-
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formance.”43 As if to add a coda to her claim on the American Songbook, 
on the closing night of Franklin’s Fillmore West stand, she closed with a 
rendition of Diana Ross’s “Reach Out and Touch (Somebody’s Hand)”—
the lead single of Ross’s debut solo album, which wouldn’t be released 
for another month—essentially previewing the Ashford and Simpson 
composition for the Fillmore West audience. If Franklin had earned the 
right to essentially claim the “hippie” songbook (in the hippies’ house, 
no less), she ultimately did so on her own terms, with her own music.

With the exception of the third night, where Franklin closed the show 
with “Reach Out and Touch (Somebody’s Hand),” Franklin ended the 
frst two nights with a suite of “Dr. Feelgood,” “Spirit in the Dark” and an 
extended reprise of “Spirit in the Dark.”44 On all three nights Franklin’s 
repertoire consisted of hits like “Respect,” “Call Me,” and “Don’t Play 
Tat Song” that were written by others, in addition to the covers noted 
above; “Spirit in the Dark” and “Dr. Feelgood” are the only original com-
positions Franklin performed at the Fillmore West, making it notable 
that she essentially ended all three nights with those songs. I’d like to 
suggest that Franklin wasn’t asserting her claim to interpreting and re-
animating the American Songbook, but contributing to it with her own 
compositions. Te third night of the suite was signifcant in particular, 
because Franklin was joined by Ray Charles on the reprise of “Spirit in 
the Dark.” Charles’s comments to David Ritz ofer some perspective on 
the way Franklin wrote music that could serve as a common language 
across genres: “She sits me down at her electric piano and has me doing 
her ‘Spirit in the Dark.’ Never played the thing before. Didn’t know the 
words. But Aretha’s spirit was moving me and I got through it. She had 
me play a long solo on electric piano. . . . She’s turned the thing into 
Church.”45

In his book Higher Ground: Stevie Wonder, Aretha Franklin, Curtis 
Mayfield, and the Rise and Fall of American Soul, scholar and critic Craig 
Werner writes, “‘Spirit in the Dark’ evokes the sense of political com-
munity that seemed to be slipping away.”46 As Franklin writes about that 
night, “Soul oozed out of every pore of the Filmore. All the planets were 
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aligned right that night, because when the music came down, it was 
as real and righteous as any recording I’d ever made.”47 Billy Preston, 
who accompanied Franklin on organ for the Fillmore dates was less re-
fned in his response: “Te hippies fipped the fuck out.”48 A year later, 
Franklin’s father addressed the crowd on the second night of the Amaz-
ing Grace sessions, recalling a trip with his daughter to Italy, where the 
Italian audience knew very little English, but enough to say, as Reverend 
Franklin did, in a faux accent, “Aretha! ‘Spirit in the Dark’!” Franklin 
had not only mastered the American songbook, but had become the 
very spirit of the thing.

One critic described Amazing Grace as “Aretha Franklin returns 
home,” and indeed much of the preparation for the two nights of perfor-
mances at the New Temple Missionary Baptist Church was intended to 
make Franklin feel comfortable. In the mix were members of Franklin’s 
regular studio band, including bassist Chuck Rainey, guitarist Cornell 
Dupree, and drummer Bernard Purdie, the latter two veterans of the 
King Curtis band that backed Franklin at the Fillmore West. In addition 
to her father, Reverend Franklin, who provided remarks on the second 
night, gospel singer Clara Ward attended the recording. As Franklin 
admits in From These Roots, “Along with my dad, Miss Ward was my 
greatest infuence. She was the ultimate gospel singer—dramatic, daring, 
exciting, courageous. . . . She took gospel where gospel had never gone 
before.”49 If Amazing Grace represented a homecoming, it was because 
the recording recalled Aretha’s home life two decades earlier, when a 
young ambitious and talented musician and choir director James Cleve-
land was living in the Franklin household.

Of Cleveland, Franklin would later write, “James helped shape my 
basic musical personality in profound ways. . . . I was blessed to meet 
James so early in his career.”50 By the time Cleveland joined Franklin for 
the Amazing Grace sessions, he had long been established as one of the 
leading gospel stars of his generation, best known for his composition 
“Peace Be Still” and his stunning choir arrangements. Cleveland was 
himself at the peak of his powers in 1972. Franklin’s longtime producer 
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Jerry Wexler realized as much and would recall that the “arrangements 
were between [Franklin] and James Cleveland. Tose arrangements, 
some of them were traditional—and some of them were things that she 
and James Cleveland put together.” Yet, as Antonia Randolph notes in 
her review of the Amazing Grace documentary, released forty-six years 
afer the recording, listeners were not privy to the interpersonal dynam-
ics of the performance. “Did Rev. James Cleveland, master of ceremo-
nies at Los Angeles’ New Temple Missionary Baptist Church, which was 
hosting Aretha Franklin’s two-night concert in 1972, grip the back of her 
dress while she was singing ‘Amazing Grace’?” Randolph asks, observing 
that “Cleveland’s grasp was familiar, familial, and not exactly friendly. 
It was possessive in the way that men are of women and adults are of 
children. His re-centering of himself is part of a long tradition of Black 
men limiting the role of Black women in church.”51

Franklin’s involvement in the production of Amazing Grace was no 
small matter. As Franklin rather pointedly expresses in her memoir, “As 
much as I appreciated the soulful studio environment in which Atlantic 
placed me and the sensitive musicians who played by my side, one point 
was deceptive and unfair: I was not listed as a co-producer.”52 As re-
counted in Nowhere to Run: The Story of Soul Music, Franklin later told 
Gerri Hirshey that “I always worked on my sound, my arrangements, 
before I went into a studio with a producer.” Hirshey confrms this 
point: “Tere’s no better evidence than Aretha’s own notes from those 
fabled sessions. Tey are written in a girlish, slanted hand on yellow legal 
pads. Tey actually look like homework, as Aretha claims they were.”53 
Like her music itself, this ephemera presented by Hirshey serves as a 
reminder of just how studied Franklin was in the choice of her music. 
It was to Wexler’s credit that he understood from the time he started 
working with Franklin in 1967 that she had the best idea about how she 
should sound. Franklin’s piano playing on many of her Atlantic record-
ings testifed to that understanding. Franklin’s point in her comment 
to Hirshey was that she needed formal recognition for her coproducer 
status. Amazing Grace is the frst Franklin recording on which she is 

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



“I’ll Be a Bridge”  |  137

listed as a coproducer, cementing her place in the pantheon of American 
music as founded upon her own authorship.

Te song list from the frst night of the live recording reveals the 
eclecticism that would become the hallmark on Franklin’s recordings 
in this era. American Songbook fare like Rodgers and Hammerstein’s 
“You’ll Never Walk Alone” from the 1945 musical Carousel (the song 
was also an early hit for Patti Labelle and the Bluebelles) were chosen 
alongside traditional gospel standards like “What a Friend We Have in 
Jesus” and “Precious Memories” (popularized by Sister Rosetta Tarpe), 
as well as original tunes like Clara Ward’s “How I Got Over” and even 
Marvin Gaye’s “Wholy Holy,” with which Franklin opens. As Ed Pavlic 
writes, “Franklin’s ‘Wholy Holy’ swerves away from soul’s sexuality and 
even from gospel’s intensely personal address. Instead she returns Gaye’s 
song to its roots as an Old Testament address to a collective in crisis.”54

Te variety in Franklin’s selections was a product of the multiple 
worlds her success forced her to bridge. Nowhere was this more appar-
ent than her medley of “Precious Lord, Take My Hand/You’ve Got a 
Friend,” which combines the most popular compositions of the “Father 
of Gospel,” Tomas A. Dorsey (in whose Chicago church Cleveland got 
his start) and singer-songwriter Carole King, whose “(You Make Me Feel 
Like) A Natural Woman” was one of Franklin’s signature recordings. As 
choir director Alexander Hamilton told Aaron Cohen, “It was Aretha’s 
idea. She was the one I heard present it. Again, it came naturally. Not 
about if, it’s about how.”55 Te brilliance of Franklin’s seamless perfor-
mance of the songs represents not merely an acknowledgement of the 
greatness of the songs she selected from the American Songbook, but 
the realization of Franklin’s own cultural gravitas, which had the im-
pact of elevating Dorsey—largely unknown to Franklin’s mainstream 
fans—to the level of King, who at the time was considered the quint-
essential singer-songwriter of her generation. Franklin’s eforts can be 
compared to what scholar and critic Walton M. Muyumba, borrow-
ing from Tim Parrish, calls “democratic doing and undoing.” Writing 
about the improvisational techniques of another African American 
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musical genius, Charlie Parker, in his book The Shadow and Act: Black 
Intellectual Practice Jazz Improvisation and Philosophical Pragmatism, 
Muyumba writes, “Parker’s music ‘undoes’ status quo American musical 
performance theories by ofering new modes for ‘doing’ or improvising 
American music.”56 To Muyumba’s point, Franklin’s performance enacts 
an undoing of a logic that would separate mid-twentieth-century gospel 
music from 1970s singer/songwriter pop, while doing the work of plac-
ing an overlooked composer such as Dorsey on a more elevated plane.

Franklin’s merging of Dorsey and King can additionally be read as 
an act of generosity that would be reinforced a year later when Franklin 
gave her Grammy Award for Best Rhythm Blues Performance (awarded 
for Young, Gifted, and Black) to former labelmate Esther Phillips, whose 
From a Whisper to a Scream was also nominated that year. Noted critic 
Leonard Feather describes Franklin’s recognition of Phillips as “a rare 
noblesse oblige gesture”: a term that translates into the “obligation of no-
bility.” Phillips was only a few years older than Franklin and, like Frank-
lin, began her career as a teen. On the road as a performer since the age 
of thirteen, in 1949, Phillips seemingly acquired a level of experience 
and trauma powerfully refected in her music and her voice. “In fact, she 
scared me to death,” Shirley Anne Williams writes, “that raw nervi-ness 
in her tone that was as much reminiscent of Billie Holiday as it was of 
Dinah [Washington], the one she was always compared to. Esther’s voice 
seemed to me like an open wound, proclaiming that its owner had sur-
vived unspeakable things.”57

When Phillips reemerged with a cover Ray Price country classic 
“Release Me” in the early 1960s, one of the many periods in which she 
struggled with addiction, she was poised, more so than Franklin, to fll 
the void lef by Dinah Washington’s death. Phillips’s debut for Kudo Re-
cords, From a Whisper to a Scream (1971)—one of the great hybrid soul, 
jazz, and blues albums from that era—included a stellar cover of Gil 
Scott-Heron’s “Home Is Where the Hatred Is,” a song about addiction, 
and “Baby, I’m for Real,” written by Marvin Gaye and originally recorded 
for Motown by the Originals. Franklin’s generosity at the Grammys was 
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not lost on the industry; Phillips had her biggest success two years later 
with a disco cover of Washington’s “What a Dif ’rence a Day Makes” be-
fore succumbing to liver disease in August 1984, ten days afer the death 
of Franklin’s father.

What ultimately makes Amazing Grace such a powerful refection 
of Aretha Franklin’s talent and stature is the response of the audience, 
composed of traditional churchgoers, fans, critics, gospel royalty, and 
Mick Jagger. Cleveland makes note of the atypical crowd in his opening 
comments, telling the audience, “I’d like for you to be mindful, though, 
that this is a church, and we’re here for religious service. . . . We want 
you to give vent to the spirit. Tose of you not hip to giving vent to the 
spirit, then you do the next best thing.” By the time Aretha segues into 
“How I Got Over” afer her stirring duet with Cleveland on “Precious 
Memories,” it is clear that the crowd has caught the spirit; “How I Got 
Over” elicits a false start as Cleveland tells folk, “You know y’all threw 
us of just then. Don’t clap till we get it open.” Te crowd was thus ripe 
when Franklin delivered what might be the defnitive performance of 
her career.

“Amazing Grace” is the most traditional of all traditional hymns, and 
not a gospel singer (or country or blues singer, for that matter) worth 
their salt hasn’t spent some time putting their unique spin on it. For 
all of those suspicious of Franklin’s seemingly sudden desire to come 
“back home” to the church, this performance would put all concerns to 
rest. Clocking in at over sixteen minutes, including Cleveland’s intro-
duction, “Amazing Grace” features Franklin unadorned, with simply the 
accented backing of organist Ken Lupper and Cleveland on piano. Te 
performance has the feel of a testimony or even a spiritual purging, the 
crowd audibly in step with Franklin through every turn of phrase and 
melismatic fourish. Hirshey recalls that Cleveland “stayed at the piano 
until he broke down in tears” during the performance. “Amazing Grace” 
would be Franklin’s closing number on the opening night, and there 
was little reason to believe that on the second night she would match 
the emotional level of her performance on “Amazing Grace.” What the 
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documentary Amazing Grace reveals is the extent to which Franklin 
had usurped the privileged position of Black male clergy, represented by 
Reverend Cleveland, with her performance.

Te second night opened with “What a Friend We Have in Jesus” 
and Gaye’s “Wholy Holy,” two of the four songs Franklin performed on 
both nights. Perhaps anticipating a letdown afer the frst night, Cleve-
land says to the crowd, regarding the opening hymn, “You only get out 
of it what you put in.” Cleveland’s warning, however, wasn’t necessary. 
Afer a rather perfunctory performance of the opening tracks, Franklin 
launches into a sequence of fve songs as impressive as any suite of songs 
recorded in the idiom of African American music. Beginning with a 
rousing rendition of the hymn “Climbing Higher Mountains,” Cleve-
land slows the tempo with an improvised blues rif, doing call and re-
sponse opposite Franklin, that serves as an introduction to the hymn 
“God Will Take Care of You.” Te signifcant action in the song occurs 
nearly two-thirds in, when Cleveland again takes the mic, urging the 
crowd to a higher level. “Over in the sanctifed church, when they begin 
to feel like this,” Cleveland exhorts, “all the saints get together and they 
join in a little praise. I wonder can I get you to help me say it one time,” 
as the crowd yells, “Yeah,” several times in unison, before the musicians 
unleash a torrent of sanctifed rhythm. Tis section of the performance 
can best be described as the “pedagogy of Black Gospel,” as Cleveland 
literally provides instruction for “catching the spirit,” at the same time 
making transparent the more intimate details of African American com-
munity. Te sheer brilliance of the moment lies in Cleveland’s use of the 
segment as a musical transformation of the song from a spiritual ballad 
to a down-home stomper: you can hear him on the piano cueing the 
musicians and the choir for the cold start of “Old Landmark,” highlight-
ing the genius that is ofen born of utility.

When the pace shifs again for Franklin’s stellar version of the Cara-
vans’ classic “Mary Don’t You Weep,” the crowd is nearly spent, and ft-
tingly so, as Franklin undertakes her own version of gospel pedagogy. 
At the time of the performance, the Caravans were largely known as 

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



“I’ll Be a Bridge”  |  141

gospel’s first supergroup, counting the legendary Albertina Walker, 
Dorothy Norwood, Inez Andrews, and Shirley Caesar among its ranks 
at one time or another; Cleveland himself had been an accompanist for 
the group in the mid-1950s. Te Caravans were to gospel in the 1950s 
and 1960s what Art Blakey’s Jazz Messengers were to jazz: a high-end 
fnishing school for the genre’s elite. Given this legacy, it was a propos 
that Franklin would perform one of the group’s most important songs. 
Te song, originally recorded by the Fisk Jubilee Singers in 1915, tells 
the story of Lazarus of Bethany: a fgure that, in biblical lore, is brought 
back from death by Jesus. Te Caravans recorded the song in 1959 a 
year before the Swan Silvertones, the latter’s version of course cited as 
inspiration for Paul Simon’s “Bridge over Troubled Water,” and was later 
inducted into the Library of Congress’s National Recording Registry 
in 2015, one hundred years afer the Fisk Jubilee recording. Franklin’s 
choice to claim the Caravans version—instead of crediting the song as 
“traditional,” member Inez Andrews is given sole authorship in the liner 
notes—spoke volumes about how Franklin thought to reconstitute the 
American Songbook.

Ostensibly a song about the power of Jesus to deliver believers from 
adverse conditions, Franklin’s performance of “Mary Don’t You Weep” 
provides commentary on Black America in a historical moment that 
functioned, in part, as an extended period of collective grief and mourn-
ing, in the afermath of a number of deaths: those of Martin Luther 
King Jr. (a close confdante of Franklin’s father), Fred Hampton, Bunchy 
Carter, students at Jackson State, and countless others who sacrifced 
their lives in support of the civil rights and Black Power movements, 
in addition to her musical director, King Curtis, who was killed only 
months afer the Fillmore West recording and her legendary stand at 
the Apollo in 1971. Franklin and Cleveland’s arrangements transform 
“Mary Don’t You Weep” into a dirge, but, in the spirit of much of the 
best of Black expressive culture, builds on cathartic possibilities. “As a 
nineteenth century spiritual it came loaded with metaphor: Israelites = 
black people and Pharaoh’s Army = white pursuers” Cohen writes. “How 
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these themes resonated among congregants at a Watts church in 1972 
could fll another book.”58

Midway through the song, Franklin begins to explicitly retell the 
story of Lazarus—her vocals vacillating between singing and preaching, 
not unlike the style for which her father was known, recreating Jesus’s 
resurrection of Lazarus. As Franklin sings,

Jesus said, “For the beneft of you who don’t believe,
Who don’t believe in me this evening, I’m gonna call him three 

times”
 He said, “Lazarus,” hmmmm, “Lazarus, hear my, hear my voice, 

Lazarus” . . . 
He got up walking like a natural man.

At face value, Franklin’s “Mary Don’t You Weep” ofers a powerful 
example of gospel music’s capacity to perform exegesis, but I’d also like 
to suggest that, in Franklin’s hand, it resurrects the very idea of pro-
gressive community, a concept literally under siege at the time Franklin 
made her recording. Less an act of resurrecting a mythical savior, Frank-
lin’s performance was an attempt to recover “beloved” community: a 
community that, as constituted in the New Temple Missionary Baptist 
Church during those two nights in January 1972, embodied the kind of 
“imagined” community that would one day elect a Black president more 
than three decades later.

Franklin ended the suite with a ffeen-minute version of “Never 
Grow Old,” seemingly putting an exclamation point on the inexhaust-
ible idea of beloved community (“I have heard of a land on the faraway 
strand / ’Tis a beautiful home of the soul”). “Never Grow Old,” also 
known as “Where We’ll Never Grow Old,” was written by James Cleve-
land Moore in the second decade of the twentieth Century and recorded 
by the legendary Carter Family in the 1930s, and later by country star 
Jim Reeves two years before his death on his 1962 album We Thank Thee. 
Franklin had recorded a version of “Never Grow Old” in 1956 at the age 
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of fourteen that at the time was released by a local label and later reis-
sued on the 1965 album Songs of Faith; thus, this was not terrain that was 
unfamiliar to Franklin. As Anthony Heilbut writes, “By applying her 
ancestors’ sensibility to some of the classic American songs, she virtually 
colonized American music for the Gospel sound.”59

By the time Franklin and Cleveland concluded the evening with a 
second rendition of “Precious Memories,” afer impromptu comments 
from Reverend Franklin, it was evident to many in the audience that 
they had borne witness to something genuinely transcendent. Heilbut 
said it best: “At fourteen, she imagined an aferlife where ‘we’ll never 
grow old’; ten years later she sang of a bitter earth, where ‘too soon we 
grow old.’ At ffeen she was singing of a fountain flled with blood; three 
years later, she was singing ‘it ain’t necessarily so.’—From singing the 
plaintive hymns of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries she moved 
to the greatest melodies of the twentieth.”60 On those two nights in Los 
Angeles, folk may not only have witnessed the greatest singer of the 
twentieth century at her peak, but the peak moment of a musical tradi-
tion that had, indeed, changed the world.
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Decamping Wakanda

The Archive as Maroon

“This is why we can’t have nice things.” This admonishment has at times 
been directed toward those—a critical class of Black thinkers and writ-
ers, if you will—who are inclined to offer a less-than-affirmative critique 
of whatever is this moment’s iteration of “nice things.” As if such hyper-
critical observations ensure that Black cultural production will survive a 
White critical establishment accustomed to devouring, as in destroying, 
that which looks too different, these critics can drain the joy of consum-
ing Blackness. This is a reminder that to actually have “nice things,” to 
build on where you might be in the world, literally or figuratively, is to 
intend to stay put, a collective decision that has often been fraught with 
the reality of a culture given to fugitivity—or, to put it another way, a 
culture (always already) on the run.

Te history of Black fight has animated many of the existentialist 
tensions in Black political thought and culture. Its prominence is evident 
in the myriad “runaway slave” narratives that have populated the Black 
imagination via the nineteenth-century refections of Harriet Tubman, 
Fredrick Douglass, Solomon Northup, and Harriet Jacobs, among so 
many others, as well as more recent fare like Melina Matsoukas’s flm 
Queen and Slim (2019). As Lake Micah writes in a review of Ta-Nehisi 
Coates’s The Water Dancer (2019), yet another example, “Slave narra-
tives, perhaps the frst true literary tradition attributable to blacks in the 
Americas” are “a fusion of the true and the incredible,” “tales of psycho-
somatic deliverance, and a prototype for the Negro autobiography later 
to come.”1 Tat these narratives have at times been overdetermined in 
Black cultural expression speaks to the fact, as Alex Zamalin argues, that 
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“culture has always played a crucial role in the black political imagina-
tion because it was rarely given space in the US public sphere.”2 Yet what 
has also animated the Black imagination are images of the there that 
Black fight anticipates. Promised lands, freedom lands, Black utopias, 
and even the aferlife: all serve as metaphors for the there that partially 
inspires Black fight. Wakanda, the Black utopia found in the flm Black 
Panther (2018), is one of the most recent and popular examples of this 
theme.

Wakanda, a world created by Stan Lee more than ffy years ago in 
the Black Panther comic and updated many times since, such as in Ryan 
Coogler’s fnely pitched Hollywood flm and Reginald Hudlin’s animated 
series, is a timeless extension of there as imagined by any number of gen-
erations of Black folk who sought blueprints for fight and freedom in 
the imaginative realm. As N. D. B. Connolly writes, “Dreams of a place 
like Wakanda began sometime around 1512 in the Caribbean mountains 
and forested hills above the mines and felds of Spain’s colony, Santo 
Domingo. Ten and there, Africans in the Americas frst broke away 
from slavery to form their own societies with indigenous island people.”3 
Contemporary iterations of this theme of Black utopia include George 
Clinton’s Mothership Connection, Julie Dash’s Georgia Sea Islands, Lee 
“Scratch” Perry’s Black Ark, or Harriet Jacobs’s attic, to name just a few.

Many of these promised lands, including Wakanda, might be de-
scribed as “hidden in plain sight”—cloaked in some way. One of the 
joys of the Black Panther series was in its previously known obscurity, re-
called nostalgically by a generation of Black folk either as a Black comic 
book or a ten-episode animated series produced for BET by flmmaker 
Reginald Hudlin that no one ever expected would become a linchpin of 
the Marvel Universe: a maroon archive, in and of itself, which existed in 
a liminal space between ofcial Black culture and mythical nostalgia. As 
such, this chapter contemplates the possibility that these so-called uto-
pias might take physical or metaphorical form in ways that disrupt per-
ceptions of what they actually are. What does it mean to think of Black 
ephemera—random, inconsequential Blackness—as fugitive archival 

Neal, Mark Anthony. Black Ephemera : The Crisis and Challenge of the Musical Archive, New York University Press, 2022.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
02

2.
 N

ew
 Y

or
k 

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 P

re
ss

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



146  |  Decamping Wakanda

matter, as marooned archives? And what of the question of aesthetics, 
particularly in the context of abstract expression, which, as Zamalin ar-
gues, was made political by Black utopia, “because it revised the norma-
tive horizon necessary for liberation”?4 Tese themes can be found in 
the work of Ghanaian flmmaker John Akomfrah, whose flm The Last 
Angel in History precedes the Black Panther flm by more the twenty 
years, and in the extant archives of Black life.

Decamping Wakanda

Much has been made of the confrontation between the cautious T’Challa 
and the “woke” Killmonger in the film Black Panther—both characters as 
extensions of a substantive debate within Black thought about isolation-
ism versus engagement that is historically rendered as nationalist verses 
integrationist debates within Black America. As Adam Serwer observes, 
“Black Panther is about a highly advanced African kingdom, yes, but its 
core theme is Pan-Africanism, a belief that no matter how seemingly 
distant black people’s lives and struggles are from each other, we are in 
a sense “cousins” who bear a responsibility to help one another escape 
oppression.”5 Serwer also notes how the “woke” Killmonger’s desires eas-
ily devolve into a demand for Black hegemony, which lies dormant in 
Wakanda itself and might explain the relationship of the Jabari Tribe to 
these strains of Black thought, who choose to remain in isolation, but 
within Wakanda’s borders. Indeed it is the Jabari Tribe, as representing 
an alternative stream of Black thought within the Black Panther film, 
that animates my interest in Wakanda—specifically, the tribe’s choice to 
hide in plain sight, if you will, as Maroons.

However they function in the world, Black people have done so with 
a critical understanding of the value of cultivating a world of Blackness 
beyond the gaze of Whiteness. Tis ofen compelled the old cultural 
guard of the 1960s and 1970s to romanticize, even memorialize, Black 
institutions that seemingly only served the logics of legal segregation, 
like the Negro Leagues and historically Black colleges and universities. 
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One of the more resonant examples of a Black utopia, or, more fttingly, 
“promised land” narratives of the late twentieth century, is Derrick Bell’s 
short story “Afroatlantica Landing,” from his collection of short fction 
Faces at the Bottom of the Well (1992). In this collection, and others such 
as And We Are Not Saved: The Elusive Quest for Racial Justice (1987) and 
Gospel Choirs: Psalms of Survival in an Alien Land Called Home (1997), 
Bell utilizes short fction and parables, to make more accessible insights 
derived from the feld of critical race theory with regard to questions of 
racial and gender discrimination and debates about legal remedies to 
these issues.

In “Afroatlantica Landing,” the mythical island of Atlantis emerges 
from the ocean, and despite the imperialist desires of the United States 
and others to colonize the land, no one can survive on the island; land-
ing teams are literally unable to breathe there, with the exception of 
a lone African American, who is then followed by a party of African 
Americans who are also able to survive on the island. Bell writes, “Te 
party felt exhilarated and euphoric . . . it was an invigorating experi-
ence of heightened self-esteem, of liberation, of waking up,” and as such 
the discourse around the region—now referred to by the characters as 
“Afroatlantica”—shifs from that of American colonialism and imperial-
ism to that of Black American emigration.6 Tis discursive shif within 
the short story could be interpreted as Bell attempting to bring some 
closure to the ongoing debates about the so-called “Negro Problem.”

Yet the possibilities rendered by the “reparations subsidy” ofered 
by the US government to entice the mass emigration of Black Ameri-
cans—to be paid back if said Black Americans chose to return within a 
decade—were feeting.7 When Black Americans mount ships with the 
intention of settling Afroatlantica, the memories of Marcus Garvey’s 
Black Star Line in the collective memory, the island disappears as mys-
teriously as it appeared. Yet, as Bell writes, “Tey felt deep satisfaction—
sober now, to be sure—in having gotten this far into their enterprise, in 
having accomplished it together . . . the miracle of Afrolantica was re-
placed by a greater miracle. Black discovered that they themselves actu-
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ally possessed the qualities of liberation they had hoped to realize in their 
new homeland.”8 A cautionary tale from the late Bell, who demystifed 
legal theory for lay audiences in these series of short story collections, 
“Afroatlantica Landing” highlighted the fuidity of the promised land, 
if not freedom itself, and the relative power associated with movement 
and fight, notions that fnd resonance in examples of Black marronage.

Te inclusion of a third stream of Wakanda thought, if you will, 
maps loosely onto the experience of American Maroons, as described 
by Sylvianne A. Diouf in her book Slavery’s Exile: The Story of American 
Maroons. As Diouf writes, American Maroons “stood at the intersec-
tion of three worlds. One was their refuge, another the white controlled 
territories of the feld, Te Big House outbuildings, and sometimes the 
Big House itself.”9 Of the third more liminal site of marronage, Diouf 
writes, “the third was the physical and social terrain carved out by the 
enslaved community, from the quarters to the neighboring plantations 
and felds”—what we might think of as a site of Blackness as subterfuge 
and meaningful play. As Diouf notes, “To be successful maroons needed 
to build and maintain a symbiotic relation with these three geographi-
cal and social modes.”10 Of the physical terrain inhabited by American 
Maroons, “borderlands and hinterlands formed the ‘maroon landscape,’ 
a vast area whose several parts were connected by secret paths, discreet 
trails, and waterways navigated under cover of night and whose outer, 
intangible, limits reached, dangerously, into the plantations and cities.”11

Diouf ’s description of American maroon life on the margins evokes 
notions of cultures of secrecy and interiority, of the need to develop 
social and cultural practices that are not meant to be accessible in the 
public sphere, that pivot on sustainability and survival, the consump-
tion of which as commodities would be unfathomable. Tis is not to 
deny that American Maroons engaged in commercial practices; as Diouf 
notes, “Maroons traded goods in the underground market because they 
needed articles they had grown accustomed to and could not fnd in the 
woods or had trouble getting on plantations.”12 Yet in these commer-
cial practices, and in the creation of domestic spaces in secluded places, 
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where spirituality, kinship, and intimacy could be cultivated, American 
Maroons were creating culture that would also exist as an extension of 
marronage.

If we think of the Black Panther franchise, in all of its earlier iterations, 
as that which was formerly hidden in plain sight, and the Jabari Tribe as 
a particular example of a maroon society within the franchise, I’d like to 
consider both as elements of Black ephemera—specifcally, as marooned 
and even fugitive ephemera. In his book Freedom as Marronage, Neil 
Roberts notes that “Maroonage conventionally refers to a group of per-
sons isolating themselves from a surrounding society in order to create 
a fully autonomous community.”13 But Roberts adds nuance to this def-
nition, suggesting that “contemporary political theory”—and contem-
porary mainstream cultural criticism—“lacks a sufcient vocabulary to 
describe the activity of fight and the dialectical mechanisms operating 
during the fight process.”14 He writes, “Marronage flls the discursive 
void. Marronage is a multidimensional, constant act of fight.”15 Taking 
some liberties with Roberts’s observation that “freedom is not a place; it 
is a state of being,” I’d like to ofer the following remix: “Te [archive] is 
not a place [or thing]; it is a state of being.”16

The Last Angel and the Fugitive Archive

In light of my interest in embodying Black ephemera as maroon, among 
the various forms of marronage identified by Roberts I am particularly 
struck by what he describes as “sociogenic marronage,” or “macropoliti-
cal flight whereby agents flee . . . through non-fleeting acts of naming, 
vèvè architectonics, liberation, reordering of the state of society, and 
constitutionalism.”17 As Roberts describes it, “[Sociogenic marron-
age] is a non-sovereign state of being whose conception of freedom is 
shaped by cognition, metaphysics, egalitarianism, hope for refuge, and 
the experiences of masses in a social and political order. Condition, not 
place, is vital to its phenomenology” (my emphasis).18 Roberts’s notion 
of sociogenic marronage finds cultural resonance in his reading of the 
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influential Carribeanist Édouard Glissant, in whose The Fourth Cen-
tury (Le Quatrième siècle), Roberts locates the blueprint for sociogenic 
marronage in four stages: “rearticulating a philosophy of history”; rec-
onciling two theories of recognizing history and projecting forward 
in “Retour” (“the yearning to return to a single origin and fixed state 
of being”) and “Détour” (“the desire to acquire freedom in a place or 
medium other than your transplanted homeland”); “resistance”; and 
“Antillanité,” which, Roberts suggests, encompasses cultivating “collec-
tive experiences and convert[ing] them into conscious expressions”.19

Whereas Glissant was concerned with recovering a lost history (that 
is, an archive) of his native Martinique, flmmaker John Akomfrah 
seems rather consumed with recovering something more ephemeral in 
The Last Angel in History (1996). In this flm Akomfrah introduces the 
fgure of the “data thief,” whom narrator Edward George also describes 
as a “bad boy, scavenger, poet fgure.” Te “data thief ” is essentially a 
time traveler, going back to the past, and even to the future, to recover 
“techno fossils” and fragments of Black culture either lost to circum-
stance and memory or stolen. Cassandra L. Jones describes The Last 
Angel in History as an exploration of a “utopian view of the internet as a 
site of liberated information prevalent during the 1990s. Tis free fow 
of data allows the marginalized ‘thief ’ to pilfer information, dislodged 
from time, joining the past and present in a fuid yet decidedly black, 
identity.”20

Akromfrah and George were founding members of the Black Audio 
Film Collective (BAFC), which also included Reece Auguiste, Avril 
Johnson, Trevor Mathison, Claire Joseph, and Lina Gopaul, who, with 
Akomfrah and later member David Lawson, formed Smoking Dog Films 
in 1999. In many ways, BAFC was born out of a crisis of the archive: 
an efort to piece together narratives about Black identity in Britain via 
what these flmmakers referred to as “slide-tape-texts.” As curator Zoé 
Whitley writes, “Imagery and ephemera for the slide tapes came from 
a variety of sources . . . unwanted books and back issues of National 
Geographic; pictures were reproduced from colonial textbooks, volumes 
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checked out from a college library. . . . Te artists would frequently buy 
titles, and then sell them back to the same booksellers afer capturing 
desired images.”21

Critical to their use of slide flm—the material of choice, given the 
collective’s lack of resources prior to the availability of digital flm—was 
their approximation of the moving image. Of the materiality of slide 
flm, Whitley notes that “layering is made possible by its transparent 
surface, and its very existence is dependent on a visible transition from 
formation to dissolution.”22 Tus, for the BAFC, the functional value of 
“slide-tape-texts” mirrored a theoretical one, as they were “a constant 
working of writing and writing,” where the “slide-tape-texts were evolv-
ing variations of their theme,” as Whitley observes.23 Te BAFC’s ethics 
of repurposing in its early days represented one of the ways that the 
collective negotiated the crisis of the Black archive. In many regards, 
then, the “data thief ” in The Last Angel of History might be considered a 
metaphor for the BAFC’s work.

Te themes of liminality (as evidenced in the use of slide-tape-texts) 
and loss run throughout many of Akomfrah’s flms. Culture remains 
in the realm of ephemera in The Last Angel of History; rarely can any-
thing be concretely recovered, beyond an impression or a gesture. Cul-
ture exists in the flm as more of an absence, a ghost-like presence, or 
what Richard Iton refers to as a “duppy state,” which “marks the potent 
aferlife, mocking persistence, and resurgence—rather than the remis-
sion—of coloniality: the state that is ‘there and not there’ at the same 
time.”24 Laura U. Marks is even more specifc: “The Last Angel of History 
is composed around ruins and palimpsests . .  . a view that history is 
almost entirely lost to us, unless one can seize on the briefest of clues as 
they fash in the rubble.”25

The Last Angel of History, and Akomfrah’s work more generally, seem 
most concerned with the communal aspects embedded in the recov-
ery of culture and the excavation of “ruins.” Stofel Debuysere makes a 
similar point in writing about Akomfrah’s earlier flm Handsworth Songs 
(1986), a meditation on the Handsworth riots of 1985, in which violence 
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broke out in a largely Black and Asian section of Birmingham, England, 
in response to police brutality. Te riots occurred four years afer similar 
riots had taken place in Handsworth, which had one of the highest un-
employment rates in Britain during the period. Some of the disafected 
were progeny of the “Windrush”: a generation of Caribbean migrants 
to Britain, so named because they frst arrived in the late 1940s via the 
HMT Empire Windrush. Te Windrush generation was also marked by 
the failure of the State to provide adequate opportunity afer the specifc 
labor needs that instigated their arrival dissipated, as well as by England’s 
later attempts to renege on the promise of citizenship.26 As the flm cap-
tures and Debuysere writes, “Te sense of loss that transpires is a loss of 
place and time, of history and identity, a loss that cannot be recovered 
but leaves behind its traces, in images of arrival and words of longing.”27

Like Handsworth Songs, The Last Angel of History is obsessed with 
the traces, resonances, and residue of Black culture—to use the words 
of Christina Sharpe, what is lef “in the wake”—as if chasing a fugitive 
culture. Te question of why culture might be “on the run” speaks to the 
existential realities of the way culture might be lost, and the structural 
realities in which culture might also be stolen. Beyond macrodiscussions 
of Black cultural loss, where the transatlantic slave trade looms large, 
for the purposes of my discussion of Black ephemera I am more con-
cerned with the microlevels on which this loss might manifest. In terms 
of Black marronage, as well as the attributes of fugitivity and hiding in 
plain sight, how does one carry culture? Or, more specifc to this project, 
how does one travel with an archive, even an archive that, as I argue, 
exists more as ephemera than in boxes and bins? On a basic level this is 
a question of capacity, as in what literally can be used to carry archives 
forward. Krista Tompson observes accordingly in her book Shine: The 
Visual Economy of Light in African Diasporic Aesthetic Practice, “Black-
ness continues to connote fungibility.” As such, the Black archive might 
itself be thought of as fungible.28

Marks alludes to this fungibility with regard to the lack of material 
culture in The Last Angel of History. Writing about Akomfrah’s use of 
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montages throughout the flm, Marks identifes two kinds: one that ex-
ists stationary within the frame—what we might think of as the always 
already known within the archive, recognizable as visual hypertext— 
and another that is “decidedly noncognitive . . . in which worlds of im-
ages speed by our own eyes, too fast to comprehend” and viewers are lef 
with shadowy impressions.29 Tese images, along with Akonfrah’s use of 
in-frame triptychs (which would become a regular feature of his flms 
and installations), ofen of computer screens, places at the forefront his 
use of databases as digital ephemera. “Te reason we cannot really see 
the images in Last Angel’s subliminal montages is that the flm is not 
really showing us images: it is showing a database,” Marks writes. “Te 
Data Tief is collecting all possibly relevant fragments into a vast data-
base, of which we perceive only a very few entries.”30 Indeed, as narrator 
George notes in the flm, the data thief is armed with a “black box,” a 
handheld device that seems to function as a data collector. In this way, 
The Last Angel in History anticipates the emergence of the Internet and 
smartphones as mainstream tools for communication, data collection, 
and sharing, as well as broadband and big data.

I reference big data here to suggest that the data thief is not simply 
recovering lost Black ephemera, but siphoning Black ephemera from 
more pronounced entities—the State, global corporations—who pos-
sess ownership in this moment; hence the term “data thief.” Here mu-
sician George Clinton’s observation in The Last Angel of History that 
“Black had become commercial” is of note in thinking of Black culture 
as not only a commodity, but also as an accompaniment, literally, to 
American empire. To address a question of capacity with regard to own-
ership of data, I’d like to think a bit beyond the obvious examples of 
corporations and those with individual wealth (like art collectors) as 
“culture vultures” or “culture bandits.” Accepting the premise that Black 
culture, even as analog, was always already big data, and that it was al-
ways well-resourced entities—universities, museums, national archives, 
entertainment conglomerates—that possessed the greatest capacity to 
house, maintain, archive, and thus proft from Black culture (however 
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ill-gottenly gained), what is to be said about the shif from analog to 
digital, where the archives themselves become more expansive and more 
ephemeral, and thus more expensive to maintain? Jones is clear on this 
question: “Te data thief moves through archives, gaining access to lo-
cations previously denied him, slipping past the gate-keepers of sites of 
knowledge production. With his ability to move with impunity through 
artifcially constructed barricades, he liberates knowledge for the con-
sumption of all.”31 In a moment when Black archival matter functions 
as contraband, Akomfrah had little choice but to fgure Black cultural 
workers, including critics—both represented in The Last Angel of His-
tory—as being engaged in illicit activity.

If the data thief is consumed with reclaiming what had been lost, 
there’s the additional concern over what also gets lost in the transfer-
ence of archives from analog to digital. Krista Tompson takes this up 
in her book Shine: The Visual Economy of Light in African Diasporic 
Aesthetic Practice, where she writes of street photographers in the Carib-
bean who, when creating digital representations, “habitually erase the 
fles afer printing them, in efect creating non reproducible images like 
Polaroids. Tese forms of picture-making are not solely bound to cellu-
loid or built of pixels but appear both to invest in and to disavow, exceed, 
or eschew the material image.”32 While these photographers might sim-
ply be concerned with maximizing available digital space—reminiscent 
of how Motown would erase and reuse tape in the 1960s to maximize 
their utility—these actions suggest a commitment to producing a nonre-
producible culture that exists beyond excessive commodifcation.

Tompson’s discussion highlights the elusiveness of the Black archive, 
existing in an uncertain state, not unlike the physical aspects of Black 
marronage, in which enslaved Africans in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries resisted the reach of a dehumanizing and exploitative market 
culture by embracing a condition of unsettledness. Te photos by the 
Caribbean photographers, she writes, “linger in between representa-
tional states, appearing simultaneously like an analog and digital photo-
graphic form, like a still photograph or a moving image.”33 To personify 
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archives as American Maroons is to think of Black archival matter as 
committed to “foolproof concealment, the exploitation of their natural 
environment,” where, as Diouf writes, “secrecy and the particular ecol-
ogy of their refuges forced them to devise specifc ways to occupy the 
land and to hide within it.”34 Here I’d like to think of containers and the 
ability of marooned Black archival matter to adapt to the technologies 
of a given time. Tis is in part what the flm’s narrator George refers to 
when he describes blues artist Robert Johnson—the patron saint of The 
Last Angel of History—as selling his soul (as the popular mythology sug-
gests) for a “Black technology.”

I’d like to settle on the sound of Johnson’s guitar, and sounds that more 
generally might have appeared as an abstraction even to Black audiences 
when Johnson’s new technology frst emerged in the 1930s. In his book 
Abstractionist Aesthetics: Artistic Form and Social Critique in African 
American Culture, Phillip Brian Harper observes the proclivity among so-
cial critics and audiences for Black art that connotes “modes of depiction 
that are properly race-proud and afrmative,” which asserts an “empiri-
cist demand that racialized representations perceptibly mirror real-world 
phenomena, however favorable—or not—any particular portrayal may 
seem.”35 Harper speaks here about the visual realm, which, in Black ab-
stract art, is admittedly overdetermined, but he is also concerned with the 
“extent that this positivist ethic restricts the scope of artistic practice.”36 His 
concerns highlight the sense that Black realism—which, for the sake of ar-
gument, I’ll term the Black “Really, Real”—is overdetermined, generally in 
Black art, and inherently more reproducible and thus commodifable, to 
say nothing of the hypervisibility tethered to Black realism. Commercial 
and even Black communal desires for the Black “Really, Real” go against 
the need and desire for fugitive and maroon arts practices. Harper argues 
for the “displacement of realism as a primary stake in African American 
cultural engagement,” citing the “critical utility of an alternative aesthetic 
mode” that he characterizes as abstractionism.37

Challenging the hegemony of visual art as the site of Black abstract 
art, Harper suggests that “we might on the contrary imagine that Afri-
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can American music ofers an optimum site for abstractionism-driven 
critique. Music is, afer all, held to constitute the quintessence of black 
culture while at the same time being generally conceived as the epit-
ome of aesthetic abstraction.”38 Harper’s suggestion resonates with the 
work of Akomfrah and the BAFC, whose collective genius lies in its 
reimagining of the contents of the Black archive as not quite historical 
documents, not quite photographs, and not quite flm. Critical to this 
reimagining is the collective’s utilization of music as archive material. As 
Whitley observes, “What is audible is never an aferthought meant solely 
to accompany an image, but rather an integral part of the audiovisual 
experience.”39 Gopaul adds, “Music creates an emotional landscape. . . . 
Creating an inner sound world has always been our biggest tool.”40

In The Last Angel of History, Akomfrah locates Lee “Scratch” Perry, 
Sun Ra, and George Clinton as critical interlocutors—three artists work-
ing within the genres of reggae, jazz and funk whose work serves as 
archival material for much contemporary Black popular music, no-
tably hip-hop, and could easily be read, per Harper, as abstractionist. 
Akomfrah’s use of Perry, Clinton, and Sun Ra as artistic triptychs within 
the flm was in part inspired by the work of music critic John Corbett, 
who argues that the trio “constructed worlds of their own, futuristic en-
virons that subtly Signify on the marginalization of black culture.”41

Of particular interest is Corbett’s observation that the three musicians 
use containers—Clinton’s “Mothership,” Sun Ra’s “Arkestra,” and Perry’s 
“Black Ark”—as unreasonable vessels for travel in discursive space, 
and by “unreasonable,” I’d like to suggest that Corbett means disrup-
tive.42 In this sense, the fctive trio trouble concepts of space—the idea 
of space travel functioning as a more on-the-nose metaphor for all three 
artists—which in their collective worldview serves as a metaphor for 
“social marginalization,” or of “being elsewhere, or perhaps of making 
this elsewhere your own.”43 Tat on-the-nose quality of space travel also 
places the three artists, along with The Last Angel of History, within the 
realm of science fction, or what André M. Carrington adroitly refers to 
as the “speculative fction of Blackness.”44
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Carrington describes this “speculative fction” as a system of cultural 
production that coalesces around the concepts of “Afrofuturism, sur-
realism, Otherhood, and haunting,” which in their own ways reconsider 
“how genre conventions and the distinctions between them have played 
a role in the struggle over interpretations of what it means to be Black.”45 
All four concepts are relevant to thinking about The Last Angel of His-
tory, but the concepts of Afrofuturism and surrealism resonate in partic-
ular because they, as Carrington argues, “draw our attention to aspects 
of African American culture that would otherwise go overlooked.”46 As 
a counter to the realism that Harper scrutinizes, Black science fction 
or Black speculative fction might be thought of as one aspect of Black 
abstractionism. Writing about The Last Angel of History’s own relation-
ship to “African diaspora science fction,” Marks suggests that the genre 
“unpacks fragmentary artifacts that indicate a buried past, modeling 
history on imaginations of the future. It mourns pasts that can never 
be recollected, and incorporates unknowns when facts do not serve.”47

As musicians invested in broad and fantastic mythologies, George 
Clinton, Sun Ra and Lee “Scratch” Perry negotiate what Harper consid-
ers, the “delicate balance between subtle sophistication and incompre-
hensible obscurity.”48 What Harper terms a “delicate balance” represents 
important aspects of Black representation: to mirror the genius of Black 
musical innovation and interpretation in a form that is accessible and 
recognizable, and thus readily available for afrmation by a skeptical 
mainstream, while willingly pushing that genius to the margins of musi-
cal illegibility, so as not to be easily reproducible and commodifable. Tis 
is the challenge of the Black archive writ large, the double move of recla-
mation and obscurity, claiming the value of the Black archive as mean-
ingful, living, and knowable culture (to those who have long claimed the 
Black folk lacked culture), yet resisting desires to reduce the Black archive 
to its universality in the marketplace, in which its prominence might be 
misconstrued as evidence of cultural inclusion and equity.

With this tension decidedly unresolved, I’d like to briefy return to the 
Black Panther flm franchise, if only as a false or at least unsatisfable con-
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trast to The Last Angel of History, despite their shared legacies to Black 
Science Fiction or Afrofuturism (to highlight an overdetermined term), 
and in light of questions of hypervisibility, marronage, fugitivity and 
abstraction. Unlike the promised land of marronage, Black Panther is 
not a promised land hidden in plain sight, but simply a promised land—
and, really, what is promised here?—in plain sight. As a cultural product, 
Black Panther demands additional sets of principles of survival for Black 
cultural workers and artists that are not unlike what many previous gen-
erations responded to in light of the historic trading and trafcking in 
Black cultural production. American Black cultural production (or, at 
least, the means of its production) manages to be both obscure and over-
determined at the same time. Accordingly, the production of Blackness 
in plain sight—to be hidden would almost be an oxymoron within a con-
sumer capitalist structure, hence the value of abstraction—has generated 
legitimate wealth for a small number of African Americans (and quite a 
few more folk of non-African descent) and inspired charges of both real 
and imagined cultural appropriation, exploitation, and thef of resources 
that were intended to be more than mass consumables—the very condi-
tions that give rise to Akomfrah’s “data thief.”

Te material question at hand is what comes afer a Black Panther, or 
any hypervisual and hyperaccessible Black cultural production, given 
the issues of ownership and capacity that the Last Angel of History me-
diates (Michael Jackson’s whole career post-Thriller and, increasingly, 
Beyoncé’s, could be embedded in this inquiry). What should the reason-
able expectations be, since the material stakes of production and con-
sumption have seemingly changed due to the brand’s success? Margo 
Natalie Crawford ofers some insight in her examination of the Black 
Arts Movement in her book Black Post Blackness: The Black Arts Move-
ment and Twenty-First-Century Aesthetics: “Blackness remains that elu-
sive ‘Flash of the spirit’ that moves through the Black Arts Movement 
to twenty-frst century black aesthetics.”49 Te Black Arts Movement 
represented a then-unprecedented fowering of national Black cultural 
production (subtly distinct from the Harlem Renaissance), which mani-
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fested itself across multiple media platforms, including television, flm, 
music, literature, drama, and visual art. It was a moment that was un-
sustainable for a number of reasons, including the lack of viable Black-
owned infrastructures of production and the ambivalence experienced 
by Black cultural workers with regard to making Blackness accessible to 
a larger audience.

For Crawford, the sustainability of the movement can be referenced 
in those arts collectives, like AfriCOBRA and BLKARTSOUTH, that 
were committed to a politics of abstraction and an aesthetics of anticipa-
tion. As Crawford writes, “Te Black radical imagination is profoundly 
anticipatory. Anticipation opens up a new way of thinking about the 
relationship between earlier and later cultural moments” as “the tem-
porary dissonance between what has already settled into recognizable 
movement and what is emerging creates the ongoing fow of Black aes-
thetics.”50 Crawford argues that these productive tensions fnd resonance 
in notions of the “not yet fnished”—“the unsettled nature of the [Black 
Arts Movement] as it moved through the diferent regions of the United 
States and transnational sites of pan-Africanism”51—and an aesthetics 
of “just lef behind,” where Black Panther might be viewed as a rearview 
iteration of Blackness that informs but does not defne Black cultural 
production.52 Te sustainability of Black culture is deeply implicated in 
its portability, and perhaps aesthetic freedom is connected to our will-
ingness to “just [leave] behind” Wakanda.

The existential crisis of what it means to carry culture—an ar-
chive—as opposed to leaving it behind, explains, in part, a move toward 
Black interiority by Black cultural producers or what Crawford describes 
as a “public interiority.” Citing the antimuseum ethos of the Black Arts 
Movement (“What can blackness be when it is not treated like an object 
in a museum?”), Crawford notes that this “public interiority was created 
when inner space was mobilized, during the BAM, through outdoor 
murals,” specifcally highlighting the Wall of Respect mural in Chicago 
produced in 1967. Public murals like the Wall of Respect represent ef-
forts to channel Black interiority to a distinct Black Public—in this in-
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stance, Chicago—while also conveying the expansiveness of Blackness 
in ways that resist institutional containment. Created by the Organiza-
tion of Black American Culture (OBAC), a multiplatform arts collective 
that began to form around gatherings arranged in 1966 by literary critic 
Hoyt W. Fuller, poet Conrad Kent Rivers, and Gerald McWorter (the 
future Abdul Akalimat), the Wall of Respect was notable in the implicit 
ephemeral aspects of its creation and its ultimate destruction.

As Rebecca VanDiver writes, “Te Wall functioned as a mirror of 
sorts and responded in medias res to the events of the day. Once in 
place, the mural was no longer the product of the OBAC artists, but a 
part of the surrounding community.”53 In this way, the Wall of Respect 
anticipates the kinds of crowd-sourced projects that would emerge in 
the digital era, ofen out of necessity, purposefully constructed to be ulti-
mately ephemeral in response to shifing digital landscapes. As artist Jef 
Donaldson told Crawford, the Wall of Respect was “never meant to be 
a permanent thing; it was meant to be something that changed with the 
movement,” adding that “once the wall became a rallying point for a lot 
of things, the city’s power brokers were nervous.”54 Te Wall of Respect 
serves as a reminder of the possible dangers of what gets lef behind for 
a fugitive culture. Such was the case with the Wall of Respect, which was 
destroyed along with the building it was painted on afer a suspicious 
fre in 1971. Not surprisingly, the Wall of Respect survives in memory 
as a form of Black interiority—in the shape of the many who carry the 
wall with them.

Black Genius and the “Precarity” of the Archive

The ethic of “just left behind” that Crawford addresses in Black Post-
Blackness and the cultivation of a public interiority speak directly to the 
idea of a fugitive archive: How does one index and project forward that 
which is left behind when a fugitive culture decamps? Whereas Craw-
ford was most concerned with traditional visual arts, in light of the work 
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of Akomfrar and the Black Audio Film Collective I’d like to consider the 
role of the moving image as a form of public interiority.

As much as The Last Angel of History narrates an ongoing struggle 
between Black cultural production and capital, Black bodies and com-
merce, in the midst of forced and intentional migrations, Akomfrah’s 
later flm Precarity ofers a meditation on what gets lost, what disap-
pears, with that decampment. Given the obsession of many with ori-
gin narratives—as much to claim some corporate ownership as to mark 
as illegitimate the Black genius that might have been at that origin’s 
foundation—it becomes the labor of artists, critics, and theorists alike 
to animate the aferlives of fugitive archives long lef in the wake. Tis 
is more than recovery work, or even the work of discovery (which it 
so ofen must be), but the work of imagination and creativity, as fctive 
realities that align with the very business of disappearing in plain sight: 
the slip of the hand is the slip of the archive. As Christina Sharpe ofers 
in her book In the Wake: On Blackness and Being, “Rather than seek-
ing a resolution to blackness’s ongoing and irresolvable abjection, one 
might approach Black being in the wake as a form of consciousness.”55 
Both Louis Armstrong and Akomfrah might have considered the early 
twentieth-century jazz musican Buddy Bolden as an example of that 
consciousness.

 “Old Buddy Bolden blew so hard that I used to wonder if I would ever 
have enough lung power to fll one of those cornets” wrote Louis Arm-
strong, himself considered an authenticator of the origin story of jazz, 
of his experience as a fve-year-old outside of Funky Butt Hall when he 
presumably frst heard Charles “Buddy” Bolden play.56 Armstrong adds 
a caveat to his observation: “Buddy Bolden was a great musician, but I 
think he blew too hard. I will even go so far to stay that he did not blow 
correctly. . . . Bolden had the biggest reputation, but even as a small kid 
I believed in fnesse.”57 Dead men like Bolden, who “fnally went crazy,” 
as Armstrong describes, are in no position to dispute the assertions of 
jazz’s arguably greatest innovator and ambassador, especially when no 
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recorded archive of your genius exists. One could argue that by appear-
ing in the second chapter of an autobiography whose aim is to establish 
Louis Armstrong as the alpha and omega of America’s classical music, 
published in 1954 at a moment when be-bop and hard bop were render-
ing him a musical and racial relic, Armstrong doth protest too much.

Nearly two decades before Precarity, Akomfrah produced The Won-
derful World of Louis Armstrong (1999) for the BBC—one of the frst 
projects from Smoking Dog Films. “At the time, I was convinced that 
Armstrong was the foundational fgure of jazz,” says Akomfrah, but he 
was encouraged to take another run through the jazz archive afer read-
ing Michael Ondaatje’s fctionalized account of Bolden in his 1976 novel 
Coming through Slaughter.58 In his New York Times review of the book, 
Anatole Broyard writes, “Te author gives us all the broken pieces and 
leaves it to us to infer the fnal form.”59 It was that unfnished aspect of 
Bolden’s story that made him appealing to Akomfrah as an “emblematic 
diasporic fgure” whose “historical traces are thin, the presence is frag-
ile . . . but you know he’s there because he’s lef this kind of ghost line of 
his presence in the music.” Bolden, he added, was “symptomatic of the 
African Diaspora.”60

In Precarity, Akomfrah’s visual meditation on the life and art of 
Buddy Bolden, the flmmaker seeks not to recreate the moment that 
could be mythically referred to as a birth, nor does he seek to tell the 
facts of the story, but dares to provide glimpses into the literal precar-
ity of Black genius and thus the precarity of the archive. Who is to care 
for and nurture the genius of those for whom citizenship—and, worse 
still, humanity—was thought to be at best a liminal existence? Yet any 
attempt to document the genius of Bolden, the one who blew so hard, 
will be rife with that which was not documented and thus can never be 
documented. As Michael Ondaatje writes in Coming through Slaugh-
ter, “Tere is only one photograph that exists today of Bolden and the 
band . . . as a photograph is not good or precise, partly because the print 
was found afer the fre.”61 Bolden’s peak years from 1899 to 1907 began 
at the dawn of the phonograph, only two years afer Tomas Edison’s 
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invention was trademarked as the gramaphone, but who would waste 
such a cutting-edge technology on capturing a “genius” that Bolden’s 
Blackness suggests, and some might have believed could not possibly 
exist in him?

Troughout Precarity, audiences bear witness to images of Blackness 
in the form of photographs rendered pristine under the cover of wa-
ter’s fow, all too familiar “deep river(s)” like the ones Jubilee Singers 
turned into a Negro standard in the late 1800s. In an interview Akonfrah 
acknowledges, “Te key deities of West Africa are water-centered, and 
most of them are deities of memory.”62 Water, in this case, becomes yet 
another container for fugitive archives; as Akonfrah explains, “When 
you want to summon the gods, you pour libations, you pour water on 
the ground, and you start a series of incantations, and it’s through the 
incantatory logic of your speech that they are supposed to come”—or, 
by extension, the “incantatory logic” of the fugitive archive.63 In the flm 
we hear Bolden, voiced by Christopher Udoh, “I am the only thing alive. 
I am one with the water.” and the totality of water as a container is made 
apparent, yet water—fow—is also a metaphor for a nonextant archive, 
in that it can never be fully captured.

As Allyson Nadia Field’s writes in her book Uplift Cinema: The 
Emergence of African American Film and the Possibility of Black Mo-
dernity, “Language surrounding non-extant flm largely falls into 
three categories of terms, ofen invoked in combination: the historical 
artifact, the perishable organic, and the spiritual. . . . Te last category 
answers the perceived lack evoked by the frst two, and thereby estab-
lishes flm restoration and preservation as a near-messianic solution, 
invoked with terms such as saving and resurrection.”64 Fields notes 
the responsibilities of scholars of Black flm to “treat non-extant flms 
as having the same concerns and import as their extant counterparts. 
If we do not look adjacently at these elements of flm history . . . we 
risk missing the rich, albeit ephemeral, archive of the majority of flms 
produced in this period.”65 While Fields is referring specifcally to 
early Black cinema, her observations are also applicable to the nonex-
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tant archives of musical fgures such as Buddy Bolden. Te crisis of the 
nonextant archive is in part the crisis of Black genius—a genius that 
was obscured, ignored, and disregarded in its formative moments, as 
the documented silence and invisibility of Black Genius—the lack of 
evidence of things unseen and unheard to ofer a Baldwinian mix—is 
refected in the White gaze as indices of a genius that was always al-
ready lacking in the archive.

Hence, Bolden’s “biographer” David Marquis could argue, echoing 
his source material, that “Bolden was not a genius: he attempted to fol-
low through on the music and couldn’t, which caused him great frus-
tration and led to the public displays of rebellion against society that 
were his downfall and acted as a catalyst in his monumental battle with 
alcohol,” as if Bolden simply lived in his head with the music and didn’t 
live in a world. Marquis writes as if society was some innocuous force in 
Bolden’s life, and that his life was not defned by the violence and trauma 
that accompanied the policing of the color line.66

Marquis further asserts of the music that would claim Bolden as its 
innovator, “Although their sound was alien to some, it had an appeal, 
especially to a liberated, post-Civil War generation of young blacks.”67 
Here Marquis highlights the music and ethos of a generationally specifc 
cohort, particularly those born afer the Emancipation Proclamation 
like Bolden, who might fully understand the claim, via Udoh’s Bolden, 
that “being a problem is a strange experience.” Udoh is remixing Du 
Bois’s well-known query “How does it feel to be a problem?”68 It is with 
this query that Du Bois builds out his concept of double consciousness, 
which Akomfrah deploys in the flm as six distinct properties—fuidity, 
plasticity, fugitivity, enjambment, waywardness, and immanence—with 
the flm’s triptych. Tis further complicates Du Bois’s now fattened 
existentialist observations about Black life in ways that may only have 
been legible to the cohort of late nineteenth-century Black Americans 
to which Bolden belonged. Notably, those six properties of double con-
sciousness might also represent dimensions of Black nonextant and fu-
gitive archives as well.
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Bolden’s story presumably ends in the Louisiana State Insane Asylum, 
where he was committed in 1907 and remained until his death twenty-
three years later. Marquis suggests that Bolden did, on occasion, pick up 
his instrument while institutionalized and “seemingly retained traces 
of his old touch and mannerisms.”69 Ondaatje ofers some idea of how 
Bolden might have processed his new surroundings: “Here. Where I am 
anonymous and alone in a white room with no history and no parading. 
So I can make something unknown in the shape of this room. . . . I frst 
began to play, back when I was unaware that reputation made the room 
narrower and narrower.70 We might consider Bolden to be grappling 
with containment and containers here: a lack of which rendered genius 
illegible to a world both oblivious to and suspicious of Black genius and 
a sound forever lost to interiority, for even the ephemera that Bolden 
produced is no representation of what he might have heard in his head. 
Marquis notes that few “were aware of his former reputation. He was just 
another black patient who talked to himself, babbled incoherently and 
walked around ritualistically touching objects.”71 Bolden could be said 
to have struggled with a fugitive archive for which there was no tech-
nology for presentation, his babbling a form of afrofuturist signaling to 
Robert Johnson, Billie Holiday, Jimi Hendrix, Nina Simone, as well as a 
host of other Black futures.

Signifcantly, since there are no recordings of Bolden playing, the 
music of Precarity, represented in the flm with moving images of Bold-
en’s band, is rendered silent, wholly given to interiority. Tat we might 
think of fugitive archives as possessing qualities of interiority and si-
lence, yet still “musical,” in this instance, ofers another layer to consid-
ering the project of a fugitive Blackness. Troughout The Last Angel of 
History and Precarity, Akomfrah makes a compelling case for the cen-
trality of the musical and the sonic—culture that you can indeed carry 
with you—as the most critical conduit, portal, or container for Black 
fugitive archives. Tough much has been said about the digital nature of 
Black fugitive archives, the relationship the of digital and the analog is a 
rich site to explore the fugitivity of the Black archive.
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“Like half-eaten cake”: Analog Interiorities and the Black Archive

Harper notes the paradoxical role of Black music as “at once the most 
abstract and the blackest of all the arts.”72 Even as Harper acknowledges 
Black music as the “most abstract” and the Blackest of arts, he ofers 
this caveat: “However, the means by which music accedes to blackness—
and, more to the point, racial blackness itself—consists not in specif-
cally sonic modality but in a narrative discursivity that is not properly 
musical at all.”73 What Harper signals here is the relationship between 
music and narrative, beyond the obvious function of lyrics. What stories 
do the sounds of Blackness tell? What does the sound of Blackness tell 
us about its own fugitivity? Harper ofers, “If African American black-
ness is itself a function of narrative, the disclosure of narrative’s socially 
abstracted quality would seem to promise an equally unsettling and pro-
ductive disturbance of received ideas about both that blackness and the 
sociopolitical contexts in which it derives its meaning.”74 We might also 
think of fugitive archives as serving such a function.

In a historical moment of Blackness perhaps most powerfully articu-
lated in the hegemony of Black visuality, Black sound—music and other 
discourses of sound culture—seemingly no longer functions as the sin-
gular lingua franca of the Black American experience. Te utility of Black 
music was most pronounced in its accessibility: as a live, community-
based form as well as through recorded media and its analog distribution 
via the airwaves. With the emergence of relatively inexpensive handheld 
digital technology, which was revolutionized more than a generation ago 
with the personalization of the listening experience with the Walkman, 
the ease with which the visual can be placed in the service of Blackness, 
both as archive and live action, might be unprecedented.

This contemporary era has been defined by acts of Black self-
documentation—the selfe as the new mode of communal and aspira-
tional Blackness, as well as in the production of Black visual archives. 
As art historian Krista Tompson observes, “Technologies facilitate a 
shared visual literacy and spectacular visibility, which is manifest in the 
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way diasporic subjects engage in shared performances of visibility—
practices that involve staging the act of being seen and being seen in the 
act of being seen.”75 Perhaps these images also signal communal fugitiv-
ity, if we are to consider their function as visual travelogues of commu-
nities in transit, experiencing statelessness, or sheltering-in-place, for 
whatever reasons. Accordingly, we might also acknowledge the use of 
handheld digital technology as a means of countersurveillance of the 
State, particularly in the many instances of police malfeasance against 
Black and Brown bodies. Tis latter role mirrors that of photojournal-
ists, Black and White, who captured many of the iconic as well as every-
day moments of the Black liberation movement of the 1960s and 1970s.

As historian Mark Speltz notes in his book North of Dixie: Civil Rights 
Photography Beyond the South, however, “Photojournalists made hun-
dreds of photographs during the civil rights era, but only a small per-
centage ever made it to print. Many of these beckon us to look past the 
most dramatic scenes.”76 Even as projects like Speltz’s help to unearth 
aspects of the Black archive of the 1960s, they ofer yet more examples 
of the corporate control of representations of Blackness—a fact ofen 
highlighted when digital dives reveal those archives not to be fugitive, 
but owned by, for example, Getty Images, as the company’s stamp on 
many of these images and prominent warnings about reusing them re-
mind us. In contrast to these corporate-owned photographic archives, 
we are witnessing both the crowdsourcing and sharing of visual content 
on social media platforms like Twitter and Instagram (albeit also corpo-
rately owned) that help transverse the political, editorial, and intellectual 
property constraints faced by photojournalists in the 1960s, for example, 
and some curators of the Black archive in the contemporary moment.

Additionally, with mainstream media platforms and cultural insti-
tutions in need of content, frst as a response to the “Obama era” and 
then as a gesture to obscure the lack of real racial equity in the face of 
rebranded White supremacy, we have seen a proliferation of high- and 
middlebrow Black visual culture in the form of highly publicized exhi-
bitions, such as Kara Walker’s A Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby, 
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Carrie Mae Weems’s retrospective at the Guggenheim, and Kehinde 
Wiley’s A New Republic and Soul of a Nation: Art in the Age of Black 
Power, 1963–1983, which was originally mounted at the Tate Modern be-
fore traveling to the United States. To this we might also add cinematic 
eforts such as Steve McQueen’s 12 Years a Slave, Ava Duvernay’s Selma, 
and, of course, Black Panther.

I would argue that the sweet spot, if you will, of contemporary Black 
visual culture has been in the arena of music-based short flm—a form 
beyond the record-label-produced promotional music videos that were 
popularized with the advent of MTV and Black Entertainment Televi-
sion in the early 1980s. Tere has been a palpable relationship between 
Black visuality and Black sound: consider, for instance, the role of Black 
commercial music in framing and promoting the Blaxploitation flm 
genre in the 1970s. Tese flms ofen privileged Black music as product, 
with the soundtrack recording the most viable mode of promotion, at 
the expense of visual concerns, particularly given the dearth of Black 
visual artists in the production of Hollywood-based Blaxploitation flms, 
save the examples of Michael Schultz (Cooley High, Car Wash), Gordon 
Parks Sr. (Shaft), and Gordon Parks Jr. (Superfly).

Fifty years after Melvin Van Peebles’s independent Sweet Sweet 
Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song (1971) birthed the Blaxploitation era, with 
a soundtrack by the relatively unknown Earth, Wind, & Fire (whose 
eponymous debut album came out just months before the soundtrack), 
a symbiotic relationship between music and visuals persists in Black cul-
tural production. Beyoncé’s visual album Lemonade (2016) was directed 
by experimental flmmaker Khalil Joseph, who has also lensed FKA 
Twig’s “Video Girl,” Flying Lotus’s “Until the Quiet Comes,” and Sha-
bazz Palace’s “Belhaven Meridian,” which pays homage to L.A. Rebellion 
flmmaker Charles Burnett’s Killer of Sheep (1977). In writing on contem-
porary music video, Alessandra Raengo and Lauren McLeod Cramer 
suggest that Joseph hails from a generation of Black flmmakers who are 
returning to a practice and tradition that “self-consciously uses visual 
and sonic citations from various realms of Black expressive culture in-
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cluding the visual and performing arts, fashion, design, and, obviously, 
the rich history of Black music and Black music production.”77 Raengo 
and McLeod specifcally cite the work of Hype Williams in the mid-
1990s and early 2000s, whose infuence, they argue, “extends beyond his 
signature luminous visual style; Williams distinguished the Black music 
video as a creative laboratory for a new generation of artists such as Ar-
thur Jafa, Kahlil Joseph, Bradford Young, and Jenn Nkiru.”78 Critical to 
this work in music video is a return to the archive that, I would argue, is 
premised in part on placing the analog in conversation with the digital.

Kahlil Joseph’s visual shout-out to Charles Burnett’s Killer of Sheep in 
“Belhaven Meridian” serves as one example of the recovery of a previ-
ous generation of artists and archivists working with maroon (and, dare 
I say, wayward) Black archives: archives that refuse to behave—or, to 
say it another way, with the help of Raengo and Cramer, are “unruly.” 
Burnett’s attempt to capture the ephemera of everyday Black working-
class life in Killer of Sheep and the mercurial aspects of Black working-
class lives are indicative of modes of interiority that are not of value 
in the marketplace, that in its mundaneness actively resist having any 
value beyond the lives that live through that experience. Burnett’s Killer 
of Sheep was refective of the ethos of the generation of Black flmmakers 
who emerged out of the UCLA flm school in the 1970s, ofen referred to 
as the L.A. Rebellion, who were committed to capturing the insularity 
of Black life, as a direct contrast to the spectacle of Black life that was 
being produced in Hollywood via Blaxploitation flms such as Shaft and 
Superfly, among dozens of others.

Te L.A. Rebellion anticipate the formation of the Black Audio Vi-
sual Collective in Britain in the early 1980s, as well as provide direct 
inspiration for contemporary flmmakers, like those cited by Raengo 
and Cramer, as well as others including Black Panther director Ryan 
Coogler, Ava Duvernay, and the late John Singleton, who attended flm 
school across town at the University of Southern California. L.A. Rebel-
lion member Haile Gerima established a flm pedagogy lab at Howard 
University, where he trained Young and Nkiru, as well as Ernest Dicker-
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son, Malik Sayeed, and Arthur Jafa. Importantly for the L.A. Rebellion, 
Black music “constituted a model of actualization, of exploration, and of 
intergenerational relations—a living archive of the past and a laboratory 
for the imagination of the future.”79 Te L.A. Rebellion’s use of music 
was the most important link to these younger directors, who utilized the 
techniques of the earlier generation in the service of a genre—the music 
video—that didn’t really exist for the L.A. Rebellion.

Charles Burnett’s Killer of Sheep demonstrates some of the strategies 
that Black flmmakers have used to leverage Black music as a disruptive 
force in the context of long-form cinema. As Morgan Woolsey notes 
in her essay “Re/soundings: Music and the Political Goals of the L.A. 
Rebellion,” flmmakers like Burnett, Julie Dash, and Larry Clark sought 
to “depathologize the wide range of musics of the African diaspora” and 
“expand understandings of what ‘Black’ music could sound like.”80 Spe-
cifcally, Woolsey cites Burnet’s of-stated desire for Killer of Sheep to 
function as a “history lesson” in Black music. Burnett’s investment in the 
popular music of earlier generations of Blacks counters claims that those 
genres of music are dead, and that the living artists who work within 
those genres have nothing to ofer to contemporary listeners.

In a flm that so brilliantly exploits the archive of Black music for 
the purposes of illuminating the exteriorities and interiorities of Black 
working-class life in Los Angeles in the 1970s, the most striking musical 
occasion occurs with the use of Dinah Washington’s “Tis Bitter Earth” in 
a moment of intimacy between the protagonist Stan (Henry Gayle Sand-
ers) and his wife (Kaycee Moore). Embodied in their slow drag, which 
abruptly ends when the music does as Stan leaves the frame, “Tis Bitter 
Earth” ofers a quiet disruption to the drudgery of Stan’s life and a glimpse 
of possibility for his wife. Indeed, Stan’s wife refects on that moment as 
“memories that just don’t seem mine, like half-eaten cake.” Tese com-
ments highlight the feeting aspect of their moment of intimacy, which 
acknowledges both the nature of their relationship and indicates how in-
timacy might function as a form of ephemera within maroon archives, if 
we might again consider Harper’s notions about narrative.
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Tis disruption—the use of an early 1960s classic in an era marked 
by the electronic pulsations of disco and funk—functions like a return, 
if not from the dead, but of a stranger, which, in the colloquialism of 
Black life, is not so much someone who is not known, but who has not 
been seen in some time. As Kevin Quashie writes, quiet is “ofen used 
interchangeably with silence or stillness . . . quiet, instead, is a metaphor 
for the full range of one’s inner self—one’s desires, ambitions, hungers, 
vulnerabilities, fears.”81 Tis moment of quiet in Killer of Sheep, as a de-
cidedly analog disruption, mirrors the quiet in which actual Maroons 
would have moved in their eforts to travel from outposts to family and 
friends who might have been on plantations; indeed, the way in which 
Stan leaves the frame, afer his dance, mirrors this ethos.

“Hello Stranger”: Fugitive Analogs in the Black Digital Era

Burnett’s use of the Black musical archive in Killer of Sheep serves as 
citation in Barry Jenkins’s Moonlight (based on playwright Tarell Alvin 
McCraney’s In Moonlight Black Boys Look Blue?). Like Killer of Sheep, the 
soundscape of Moonlight is filled with a gorgeous contemporary score 
by Nicholas Britell—enhanced by Britell’s application of the “chopped 
and screwed” technique that emerged in the Houston hip-hop scene of 
the early 1990s. In Moonlight, Jenkins draws on the analog Black musi-
cal archive on two particular occasions, to enact moments of sonic and 
emotional disruption not unlike Barnett’s use of “This Bitter Earth” in 
Killer of Sheep.

In the frst instance, the main character, Chiron—known as “Little” 
when portrayed as a child and “Black” as a young adult—witnesses his 
mother Paula (Naomie Harris) engage in a seemingly stimulant-induced 
shimmy to Aretha Franklin’s “One Step Ahead.” Paula is, in fact, danc-
ing for an unnamed suitor, who presumably provides her with drugs. In 
her review of the flm, Stephane Dunn decries the fact that “the mother 
Jenkins creates in Moonlight is disappointingly typical since we primar-
ily get one dimensional portrayals of black mothers or black women 
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with addiction issues, especially poor and working class black women, 
“adding that “we do not get a glimpse of her story and worse because 
we don’t, and she mostly traumatizes her son for his perceived lack of 
correct manliness, she personifes the imagery of dysfunctional black 
mothering in the hood.”82 In contrast to Dunn’s point, the sonic disrup-
tion of “One Step Ahead” ofers a brief glimpse into Paula’s interiority; 
she becomes the embodiment of the “half-eaten cake” that Stan’s wife 
memorializes in Killer of Sheep. Tat Franklin’s song is likely best known 
to contemporary audiences as source material for Mos Def ’s “Ms. Fat 
Booty” (“ass so fat, you can see it from the front”) only highlights Paula’s 
own unspoken recollections of her former self: younger, clean, volup-
tuous, and without a child.

In its depiction of the main character Little/Chiron/Black, Moon-
light imagines the concept of emotional marronage, as the character 
travels between the comforts of his hypermasculine exteriority and 
the unfreedom of his queer interiority. Te flm depicts Little/Chi-
ron/Black—portrayed by Alex Hibbert, Ashton Sanders, and Trevante 
Rhodes—throughout his life, from his experiences of emotional aban-
donment in childhood; his struggles with colorism as a dark-skinned 
teen; moments of same-sex intimacy with childhood friend Kevin (por-
trayed by Emmy Award–winning actor Jharrel Jerome as a teen and 
André Holland as an adult); and his incarceration in juvenile hall. A 
late-night phone call from Kevin, when both are adults, sets the scene 
for the characters’ reconnection at a diner in Florida, where Kevin is a 
cook.

Jenkins doubles down on the idea of archive here, using Caetano Ve-
loso’s version of “Cucurrucucú Paloma” as the soundtrack to Chiron’s 
drive to Florida. As Jenkins explains, “It’s the same song used in Wong 
Kar-wai’s Happy Together. It’s a direct homage. Even the way we framed 
the car driving down the highway is the same. . . . It was the frst movie I 
would say that I saw that was outright a queer flm.”83 Te tension Chi-
ron experiences between his exteriority and interiority is made manifest 
when “Cucurrucucú Paloma”—which he listens to in the car—quickly 
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cuts to a chopped and screwed version of Jidenna’s “Classic Man” as he 
gets out of the car at the diner where Kevin works. Tis tension is also 
rendered as a divide between analog and digital in that “Cucurrucucú 
Paloma” is a song about being lovesick, written and frst recorded in 1954 
by Tomás Méndez and covered in an acoustic style by Veloso in Kar-
wai’s flm. Te chopped and screwed version, Jidenna’s “Classic Man,” is 
by defnition digitally manipulated and features lyrics (distorted as they 
may be) that celebrate traditional patriarchy, minus some of the toxic-
ity. Echoing the observations above about Barnett’s use of analog-era 
music, particularly with “Stan’s Wife,” Jenkins ofers “I wanted the music 
to express the consciousness of the character and not necessarily . . . the 
propulsion of the plot.”84

Signaling a shif back to the analog, and thus interiority and intimacy, 
Franklin’s “One Step” returns upon Chiron’s entrance into the diner. 
Upon Chiron and Kevin’s “pound” and embrace—Chiron had been sit-
ting at the counter for almost the entire length of “One Step” before 
being recognized—Kevin comments, “You still can’t say more than three 
words at a time.” Tis hearkens back to Jenkins’s comments about how 
the music served as a site of interiority for the flm’s characters, and, for 
my purposes, as an emotional archive. Afer Kevin prepares the “chef ’s 
special” for Chiron, as he had promised in his phone call, the duo, now 
sitting in a booth, begin to reminisce while “Our Love” by the Edge of 
Daybreak plays in the background.

In accompanying a moment of Chiron reluctantly bearing his soul to 
Kevin, “Our Love” ofers another example of “analog” soul in the flm—
the song is another instance of Jenkins doubling down on the sonic 
archive. Te Edge of Daybreak was formed in the late 1970s at the Pow-
hatan Correctional Center outside of Richmond. Eye of Love, the Edge 
of Daybreak’s debut album, was recorded in September 1979, in one take, 
and had been long forgotten (there were only a thousand copies pressed) 
until it was reissued by Numero Uno Records in 2015, a year before the 
release of Moonlight. Te use of the song and its attachment to the group 
is notable for its narrative value, making deep connections to the gen-
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erational reality of mass incarceration for Black men and the value of 
nurturing their humanity, in this case via the musical and culinary arts, 
as Kevin learned to cook while he too was in prison. Te group’s man-
tra, as articulated in the liner notes—“Our bodies are in prison, but we 
want our hearts and minds to be with the free world. Te Edge of Day-
break symbolizes the morning when each of the band members will be 
free”—suggests that their music was the very embodiment of a “fugitive 
archive,” recorded in one take, as one might if on the run.85

Chiron and Kevin’s reunion turns sideways when Chiron admits that 
he is living in Atlanta “trapping” (i.e., dealing drugs). Kevin’s admonish-
ment (“Tat ain’t you”) is met with an abrupt response from Chiron—
“Nigger, you don’t know me”—at which point “Our Love” fades. Te 
conversation is briefy interrupted as the last paying customers exit 
the diner and Kevin begins to bus the tables. When he sits down again 
across from Chiron, Chiron asks, “Why’d you call me?” Kevin explains 
that a man came into the diner and played a song on the jukebox, which 
Kevin then plays: R&B and pop singer Barbara Lewis’s “Hello Stranger.” 
Along with “Baby I’m Yours” (1965), “Hello Stranger” is one of Lewis’s 
best-known recordings. Written by Lewis, it topped the R&B charts and 
peaked at #3 on the Hot 100 Pop chart in 1963. Te song would later 
be covered by several artists including British singer Elkie Brooks, the 
Capitols (as the B-side to their 1966 pop hit “Cool Jerk”), and Yvonne 
Elliman of Saturday Night Fever fame, whose version was a top-15 pop 
hit. Queen Latifah, recording by her given name, Dana Owens, included 
“Hello Stranger” on her frst all-vocals album, in 2004.

I ofer the list of covers of Lewis’s “Hello Stranger” to make the point 
that Jenkins had a wide range of versions to use in the flm. Ellison’s 
cover was a legit pop hit, for instance, and Queen Latifah’s version might 
have been more familiar to some flm audiences. However, there is some-
thing about the analog sonic quality of Lewis’s original that achieved the 
necessary afect within the narrative context of the flm. From a narra-
tive standpoint, Jenkins’s use of Barbara Lewis’s “Hello Stranger” marks 
Moonlight’s penultimate moment, as it brilliantly mines the collective 
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interiority of Chiron and Kevin. Tis notion of a return (literally in the 
phrase “Hello Stranger”) serves both as a signifer of Chiron and Kevin’s 
reunion as well as a sonic return of a Black musical archive that animates 
memory and nostalgia not only for the flm’s characters, but also for au-
diences who might lament, “Tey don’t make them like this anymore.”

In his book Film Blackness: American Cinema and the Idea of Black 
Film, Michael Boyce Gillespie highlights what he describes as Jenkins’s 
“quiet tonality” as it functions in his frst full-length flm Medicine for 
Melancholy (2008), set in San Francisco. As Gillespie writes, Medicine 
for Melancholy “organizes quiet as interiority force, an afective arrange-
ment of the flm’s pulsing speculation on black capacities. . . . Te flm’s 
quiet conjures the politics of black becoming, fantasy, and the cultural 
geography of San Francisco.”86 Jenkins explains that he included “Hello 
Stranger” in the flm because “when I lived in San Francisco, there was 
this soul night that happens on Tuesdays where they would play only 
vinyl 45s. It was for grown folks.  .  .  . Every time that song came on, 
I just got this feeling, you know? It was overwhelming. And I wanted 
to give this feeling to the audience.”87 Jenkins’s comments highlight the 
limitations of formats in the digital era, where vinyl seven-inch 45 RPM 
records and their ten-inch 78 RPM predecessors are more obscure than 
long-playing twelve-inch 33 RPM records, which was the standard for 
album-length recordings throughout much of the twentieth century.

Vinyl 45s, or “singles,” were notable for their short length, gener-
ally under three minutes, which ofen necessitated severe editing from 
the album-length versions of songs, or two-sided versions of the same 
song literally edited as part 1 and part 2. Yet, because of their acces-
sibility, afordability (in comparison to album-length recordings), and 
disposability, 45s were the format of choice for the masses, particularly 
in the late 1950s and 1960s, when Black music became integrated into 
the mainstream of American consumption. In fact, Black music—I’m 
thinking in particular of Motown here—might have been thought of as 
more disposable in comparison to the album-oriented rock music that 
began to populate FM radio in the late 1960s. Indeed, save the example 
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of Black jazz artists, one would be hard pressed to think of album-length 
recordings by Black soul or R&B artists that possessed the cultural gravi-
tas of the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds (1966) or the Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper’s 
Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967), until perhaps Sly and the Family Stones’ 
Stand (1969).

With the shif to digital recordings in the early 1980s and the emer-
gence of the compact disc (CD) as a primary format, 45s largely disap-
peared from the landscape of popular music, except as collectables. One 
might experience happening upon a 45 or hearing the crackling and 
scratches that accompany its repeated plays as one might experience see-
ing a stranger; in fact, there is now at least a generation of Americans 
who have never seen an actual 45 to begin with. Yet 45s proved invaluable 
to Black archival practices, even if they were considered to possess little 
or no value for those who controlled the intellectual property of these re-
cordings. In the transition from the sounds of actual old records, such as 
the crackling and scratching from repeated listening, to the “clean” digital 
versions of songs that have been made available via streaming in recent 
years, something important is lost sonically and culturally. Tat crack-
ling and scratching is as much a part of the archive as the music itself, to 
double down again on Harper’s earlier point about narrative.

In the flm Fences, director Denzel Washington utilizes music dif-
ferently: as part of a cinematic rendering of an August Wilson stage 
production that was devoid of music. Washington largely stays true to 
August Wilson’s “single shot” depiction of mid-twentieth-century Black 
Pittsburgh, though he counters with cinematic recollections of that 
era in which music and dance were some of the prominent features. 
Washington’s directorial strategy demonstrates both a commitment to 
the integrity of Wilson’s artistic vision, where language functions as the 
musical default, and a concession to the predominance of the visual in 
contemporary Black culture, where his capturing of the city of Pitts-
burgh might constitute Washington’s most pronounced contribution to 
Wilson’s vision.
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One of Washington’s other contributions is the use of Jimmy Scott’s 
“Day by Day” as a mode of narrative disruption that sonically captures 
the interiorities of many of the flm’s main characters in ways that lan-
guage cannot. Originally recorded in 1969 and appearing on the album 
The Source, Scott’s rendition of “Day by Day” is distinguished by his 
impeccable phrasing. Yet there is also the issue of the quality of Scott’s 
vocals, which are emotive and “ungendered,” given the gender confusion 
Scott’s voice has historically generated. As Nina Sun Eidsheim writes, “I 
see Scott as a musician-activist who carries out the micropolitics of voice 
by bringing unexpected timbral content (non-falsetto) to a form (black 
masculinity), thereby challenging the form’s very defnition.”88

Beyond its ungendering, Scott’s vocals could only be read as disrup-
tive in the context of a flm that is devoid of what might be described 
as commercial Black music. Yet Scott himself could be said to represent 
the challenges of the archive and the commercial viability of Black cul-
tural production, whether it be the economic feasibility of interpreting 
a Black stage classic as a narrative flm or the economic exploitation 
that for long periods kept Scott’s music—his voice—out of commercial 
circulation.

Scott was born with Kallmann syndrome, a genetic disorder that ar-
rests the puberty process. In Scott’s case, it lef him with boyish features 
into adulthood and a uniquely high-pitched voice. Blues guitarist B. B. 
King, who was a deejay in Memphis, Tennessee, in 1950, recalled his re-
sponse to hearing Scott’s frst (and ultimately only) big hit, “Everybody’s 
Somebody’s Fool”: “First of, I thought it was a woman. But then, no, 
it’s a man. Young man who sounds like an alto sax. Young man with a 
sound all his own.”89 Scott might have been a singer with a “sound all 
his own,” but the record was not all his own. Scott was simply a singer 
in Lionel Hampton’s band, and when “Everybody’s Somebody’s Fool” 
was released, the record identifed the artist simply as “Lionel Hampton, 
Singer with Orchestra.” It would not be the only time this would happen. 
When a live session from 1950 in which Scott sings “Embraceable You” 
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with Charlie Parker was released as a double album in 1977, the vocals 
were mistakenly attributed to female vocalist Chubby Newsome.

In spite of this hiccup, Jimmy Scott launched an infuential solo ca-
reer in the 1950s. Standout recordings from this period like “I’m Afraid 
the Masquerade Is Over” and “When Did You Leave Heaven?” would 
infuence a generation of singers. As Marvin Gaye told biographer David 
Ritz, “I heard Jimmy back in the ffies . . . My entire career I longed 
to sing ballads—like Frank Sinatra or Nat Cole or Perry Como—but 
with the depth of Jimmy Scott.”90 Vocalist Nancy Wilson was even more 
emphatic, noting that she was “eighteen years old when I frst heard 
[“When Did You Leave Heaven”] . . . I was playing clubs around Ohio 
and, because Jimmy’s version, fell in love with the song.” Wilson adds, “I 
had fallen in love with Jimmy’s sensitivity the moment I’d heard ‘Every-
body’s Somebody’s Fool.’ From then on, I followed his career and based 
my style on his.”91

Whereas the history of Black musical production—and the Black 
archive more broadly—are replete with examples of corporate malfea-
sance, thef, and exploitation best exemplifed in the term “a deal with 
the devil,” in the case of Jimmy Scott the devil was embodied in the fg-
ure of Herman Lubinsky, the owner of Savoy Records, the label to which 
Scott signed with in 1955. As David Ritz describes Savoy Records and its 
owner, the label “is famous in the annals of American music for produc-
ing a large number of important classic recording,” particularly among 
Black artists; James Cleveland, for instance, recorded for Savoy during 
his ascent in the 1960s. But Lubinsky was “infamous for his underpay-
ment and even nonpayment” of artists.92 Scott’s time with Savoy dealt 
him a double blow, denying him both respect for his talent and access 
to his full fnancial worth as an artist. Not so ironically, Scott referred to 
Savoy as the “slave barracks.”93

Scott recorded three albums for Savoy between 1955 and 1960, and a 
fourth album in 1975, afer Lubinsky’s death. With the exception of Very, 
Truly, Yours (1955), which included “When Did You Leave Heaven” and 
“Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child” from The Fabulous Songs of 
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Jimmy Scott (1960), the albums were commercial failures. According to 
Scott, in the era in which Sam Cooke and the Coasters were breaking 
through to the pop mainstream, “Lubinsky wanted me to make more 
rock-sounding records . . . I just wasn’t willing . . . I couldn’t be sincere.”94 
Scott returned to his native Cleveland, where he stayed until a chance 
encounter with Mary Ann Fisher, a former vocalist for Ray Charles, led 
to another opportunity for success.

Scott relocated to Los Angeles with Fisher, and Ray Charles, who had 
long been a fan of Scott’s, leapt at the chance to record Scott on his ABC 
Records–distributed label Tangerine. Te resulting album, Falling in 
Love Is Wonderful (1963), featured arrangements from Gerald Wilson 
and Marty Paich, who both arranged Charles’s groundbreaking Mod-
ern Sounds in Country and Western Music (1962). According to Wilson, 
Falling in Love Is Wonderful is “really a long and intimate conversation 
between Ray’s sensitive piano playing and Jimmy’s sensitive voice.”95 In 
his biography of Scott, Ritz describes Falling in Love Is Wonderful as 
comparable with some of the best albums of the genre, including Frank 
Sinatra’s In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning and Billie Holiday’s near-
closing statement Lady in Satin. Scott’s version of “I Wish I Didn’t Love 
You So” was likely as much an inspiration as Sinatra’s version in Marvin 
Gaye’s decade-long fxation with the song during his Vulnerable sessions, 
raising the question as to whether Gaye might have been trying to re-
cord his own Falling in Love Is Wonderful as well as In the Wee Small 
Hours of the Morning with Vulnerable.

If Gaye was inspired by Falling in Love Is Wonderful, he would have 
been among a small group of folk who got to hear the record. Shortly 
afer it was released, the album was recalled, afer Lubinsky claimed that 
Scott was still under contract with Savoy, and Charles’s Tangerine label 
capitulated. Scott had already experienced some erasure with the album 
due to the cover image, which featured male and female models, as if 
he was simply the invisible conjurer of these moments of collective ro-
mance. Te erasure became even harsher when, several years later, Tan-
gerine released the record’s original instrumental tracks, with organist 
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Will Bill Davis replacing Scott’s vocals, on the album Wonderful World 
of Love (1969). By the time the Davis album had been released, Scott was 
embroiled in yet another drama in which his productivity and ability to 
make a living from his art was again undermined by specious claims of 
contractual obligations to Savoy and Lubinsky.

Producer Joel Dorn was a radio deejay in Philadelphia in 1963 when 
Falling in Love Is Wonderful was released. Dorn was working as a pro-
ducer at Atlantic Records in 1968 when, on the advice of Duke Wade, a 
one-time manager of Ruth Brown and Ray Charles, Scott came to visit. 
Soon afer that, Scott was in the studio to record The Source, which 
featured eight tracks, including stellar interpretations of the Righteous 
Brothers’ “Unchained Melody,” “Our Day Will Come” (most famously 
recorded by Ruby & the Romantics), and “Day by Day.” Dorn called the 
album The Source because “for modern jazz singing—especially modern 
female jazz singers—Jimmy really is the indisputable source.”96 Dorn at-
tempted to capture the spirit of the Tangerine session, with Bill Fischer 
and Arif Mardin (who would later produce Chaka Khan’s frst three solo 
albums) providing string arrangements, and with the accompaniment of 
Charles’s longtime sideman saxophonist David “Fathead” Newman. Te 
result was the most accomplished recording of Scott’s career to date, of 
which “Day by Day” was the clear standout.

As a song that was part of Sinatra’s early repertoire, much of the ge-
nius of Scott’s rendition of “Day by Day” comes in the pacing. As Ritz 
describes it, Scott “takes it a tempo half the pace of Sinatra, elongating 
notes and rewriting melodies in a manner that seems to defy musical 
reason.”97 Viewed from a contemporary standpoint in which US Rep-
resentative Maxine Waters’s famous claim that she was “reclaiming her 
time” became a popular digital meme, Scott indeed reclaims his time in 
his rendition of the song; his pacing almost seems to recover—in one 
song, no less—all the time that had already been lost in his career. As 
Maroons on the plantation stole moments with loved ones, Scott’s per-
formance steals time, the song’s title a reminder of the “one day at a 
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time” ethos that shaped Black political agency right into the era in which 
Scott recorded the song.

Scott’s performance of “Day by Day” also resonates with themes in 
Wilson’s Fences and its Washington-directed flm adaptation. Produced 
on Broadway in 1987 and adapted for the screen in 2010 with a cast led 
by Washington and Viola Davis, who reprised their roles in the flm, 
the drama revolves around a middle-aged Black man, Troy Maxon, who 
lives with his wife and son in Pittsburgh’s Hill District. Part of an archi-
val project, Fences is among the ten plays that comprise Wilson’s “cen-
tury cycle,” with each play taking place in a particular decade of the 
twentieth century, nine of them set in Pittsburgh. Maxon, a formerly 
incarcerated garbage man, challenges the City of Pittsburgh to let him to 
move from the back of the truck collecting garbage to the driver’s seat—
something that he achieves during the course of the drama. Yet if this 
achievement might be seen as a racial uplif metaphor in the early years 
of the modern civil rights movement, for Maxon it serves as a reminder 
of opportunities lost a generation earlier.

Fences is set a decade afer Jackie Robinson broke the so-called “color 
line” in Major League Baseball—Roberto Clemente is in the third year 
of what would become a Hall-of-Fame career for Maxon’s hometown 
Pirates—and Troy considers himself a talent who deserved an oppor-
tunity to have competed in the majors. Tough the major leagues had 
been integrated for a decade, Maxon, who honed his skills in prison, is 
already in his early forties and past his prime. When Maxon’s best friend, 
Bono (Stephen McKinley Henderson), insists that he “just come along 
too early,” Maxon responds emphatically, “Tere ought not never have 
been no time called too early!” Many themes in Fences revolve around 
timing: the birth of Maxon’s out-of-wedlock daughter eighteen years into 
his marriage to Rose, and the intergenerational tensions he experiences 
with his son Corey (Jovan Adepo), right on the cusp of Black student 
activism in the 1960s. Indeed “Day by Day” provides the soundtrack to 
a montage of the changing seasons afer the flm’s dramatic peak.
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Scott’s album The Source, which features “Day by Day,” is one of the 
few available examples of Scott at his own peak. He would not record on 
a consistent basis until he was well into his sixties and “discovered” by a 
generation of hipsters in the 1990s. As such, Jimmy Scott embodies the 
disappointment felt by Troy Maxon, who, in bitter rants, can only ges-
ture toward his potential greatness as an athlete that segregation robbed 
him of the opportunity to fully realize. Scott’s performance of “Day by 
Day” allows Washington to add a layer to Troy Maxson’s trauma, and 
that which he visits upon his wife and his sons Lyons (Russell Horn-
sby), and, in particular, Cory. In this regard Jimmy Scott’s voice provides 
space for a disruptive interiority, for those characters who are largely 
reacting to Troy’s self-inficted malaise. And how interesting would have 
been for Washington to have used Scott’s “Te Folks Who Live on the 
Hill,” given the historical signifcance of Pittsburgh’s Hill district, and 
Scott’s own view that he recorded the song when “I was still dreaming 
of making my marriage work. I related to the song and its hopeful senti-
ment.”98 Dorn recorded with Scott in 1972 for an album that both knew 
would never be released, but, as Dorn laments, “I couldn’t stand the idea 
that Jimmy Scott, at his absolute prime, was still not being documented.” 
Scott’s versions of “Te Folks Who Live on the Hill” and “Day by Day” 
wouldn’t be available to the larger public until the CD/digital release of 
Lost and Found in 1993, which included fve tracks from The Source and 
fve tracks from the 1972 session that was never released.

Scott’s genius, though stifed throughout much of his career, was able 
to be captured via analog archives and their curation by folk like Dorn 
and his biographer David Ritz in ways that were not possible for Troy 
Maxon. Yet, as previously mentioned, Fences is also an archival project 
in part; the character of Maxon was partly inspired by Wilson’s stepfa-
ther, David Bedford, “a talented black football player who, afer failing 
to receive a much-hoped-for college scholarship, killed a man during 
a robbery and spent over 20 years in prison.”99 Bedford’s career, too, 
had been stifed by social realities. Troy Maxon’s tales of his own great-
ness allows Wilson and, later, Washington to make manifest not only the 
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greatness of David Bedford, but a generation of men like him and like 
Scott, who were denied opportunities and whose lives were buried in 
archives unnamed and unclaimed. In the context of contemporary Black 
flmmaking and visual culture, songs like “Hello Stranger” and “Day by 
Day” and the uses to which they are put cinematically, function as ana-
log hauntings into the digital era: akin to nostalgia and remembrance 
not unlike the Maroons in the digital archive, that return feetingly, with 
each new technological advancement.
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Writing and Living with Black Ephemera

The opening passage of my first book, What the Music Said (1999), 
begins with a remembrance of listening to Junior Walker and the All-
Stars’ “What Does It Take (to Win Your Love)” while sitting with my 
dad in an uncle’s car. I told that story then, and recall it now, to make a 
collateral claim: as I write about the Black musical archive, I have lived 
with that musical archive. But, in many ways, it’s an empty boast; what 
Black American adult, of a certain age, has not grown up in a house or 
an apartment where the various traditions of Black music flowed like the 
wind through open windows during those requisite Saturday morning 
house-cleanings? This was the case for even those families for whom 
the blues, R&B, jazz, and especially soul, as corruptions of Black church 
music, were always the devil’s music, as my long-time teaching collabo-
rator Patrick Douthit (9th Wonder) often comically notes.

Instead, I’ll make another claim, about two Black American 
parents—one born in Georgia, the other in North Carolina and raised 
in Baltimore—who unwittingly made their only child a student of that 
archive. My parents were not churchgoers, and to my mind not particu-
larly religious, but our apartment during my childhood was flled with 
the music of Shirley Caesar, the Mighty Clouds of Joy, Inez Andrews, 
the Soul Stirrers, the Dixie Hummingbirds and Tessie Hill. I say this 
not to make a point about the kinds of music that my parents listen 
to; to be sure, Luther Ingram, Jimmy Smith, Al Green, Jimmy McGrif, 
Teddy Pendergrass and Mille Jackson got their share of spins on the 
turntable. Rather, I want to note that there was something sacred, even 
devout about their listening practices. Te centrality of recorded music 
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in their lives could be gleaned from my dad’s Fisher amplifer, which 
he bought in 1972, when I was six, and which survived long enough to 
see me graduate from college, to the huge speakers that served as man-
tles in our living room, and to the smaller speakers, one placed above 
a kitchen cabinet and another placed above my parents’ bedroom door. 
Our seven-hundred-square foot, two-bedroom, third-foor apartment 
overfowed with music, and it was not unusual on a Saturday afernoon 
to hear it coming from our third-foor apartment when entering our 
fve-story tenement. I had no choice but to imbibe the music.

And yet. In a six-month period in 1971, at age fve, I witnessed the Su-
premes at the Apollo (post–Ms. Ross), the Jackson 5 at Madison Square 
Garden, and Aretha Franklin during her legendary residency at the 
Apollo. I remember the Supremes concert in particular because they 
sang “Stoned Love,” my favorite song at the time, and because I lost a 
ring that my mother had given me under the seats (which became an 
excuse not to buy me another piece of jewelry until I was an adult). I can 
only recall the Jackson 5 as tiny fgures visible from the nosebleed seats 
my mother was able to aford, though the group’s Third Album, released 
the year before, was the frst record that I ever asked my mother to buy 
for me.

For years, though, the Aretha Franklin concert stayed with me, not 
so much for the performance, but because Franklin’s bandleader King 
Curtis—a legend in his own right—was stabbed outside his New York 
apartment a few months later, on my mother’s birthday. I vividly recall 
my parents speaking in hushed tones about how they had “just seen 
him, with Aretha.” A few years later, when, not yet aged 10, I started 
bingeing on Sam Cooke records afer hearing his vocals on a K-Tel 
television commercial and coming across in my father’s record collec-
tion King Curtis’s tribute album to Cooke, recorded in 1965, a year afer 
Cooke’s death. Tat album became the portal to my lifelong obsession 
with Cooke. Indeed, one of my biggest professional laments is that my 
father didn’t live long enough to see me talk about the singer in Kelly 
Duane de la Vega’s flm The Two Killings of Sam Cooke (2019), because 
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Cooke was his dude, much the way prepubescent Michael Jackson was 
my mine in childhood.

Much of this book is about the culture—the ephemera—that I’ve 
lived with for much of my life. I’ve come to understand that the prac-
tices of Black ephemera must be taught, that the ability to help curate 
archives that are kinetic, if not living and breathing in their own right, 
is a learned skill. Some of that archive I took for granted: my mother 
blasting Isaac Hayes’s Black Moses 8-track on Saturday mornings while 
my father was at work; watching the documentary King: A Filmed Re-
cord . . . Montgomery to Memphis (1970) in high school and again in 
college and realizing that what stayed with me from the flm was Nina 
Simone’s haunting performance of “Why? (Te King of Love Is Dead).” 
Before I ever heard Aretha Franklin’s Live at the Fillmore West (1972) or 
Amazing Grace (1973), arguably the defning examples of her musical 
genius and cultural signifcance, I had my own frame of reference for 
her, having seen and heard her with my own fve-year-old eyes and ears. 
Live at the Fillmore West, recorded in March 1971, was part of the same 
national tour that brought Franklin and Curtis to the Apollo in June 
1971. Live at the Fillmore West meant that, even as a child, I understood 
that all should come to a stop when Ray Charles shows up on that third 
night to join Ms. Franklin on stage.

Black Ephemera has reminded me that for every movement forward, 
there are necessary returns to the archive. When Public Enemy’s “Fight 
the Power” emerged as an anthem of Black protests during the summer 
of 1989, which witnessed the premiere of Spike Lee’s third flm Do the 
Right Thing (the song the flm’s literal anthem) and the shooting death of 
Yusef Hawkins, who was for my generation what Trayvon Martin would 
become for another generation more than thirty years later, it did so 
with a powerful homage to the Isley Brothers. “Fight the Power” was 
initially a funky call to resistance recorded by veterans of the rock & roll 
era, in 1975. “And when I rolled with the punches I got knocked on the 
ground / By all this bullshit going down” was a far thematic cry from 
their early hits “Twist and Shout” (1962) and “Shout” (1959). Yet even 
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“Shout” was made most legible in its rifs on the sanctifed Black church. 
As Ronald Isley recalls, so intense were their references to gospel music 
that church groups rose up to petition radio stations to take it of the 
air.1

I was not surprised at all when the Public Enemy version of “Fight 
the Power reemerged in the streets of American cities during the sum-
mer of 2020 in the midst of protests against the State-sanctioned killings 
of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, among so many others. Indeed, 
even Public Enemy returned to the well, producing a 2020 version of the 
song that featured Nas, Black Tought, and Rapsody. Even against the 
backdrop of Black Lives Matter and protests in support of police aboli-
tion stood the reality of a global pandemic, where the archive proved 
bountiful for those sheltering-in-place around the world. Te mixtapes 
that I might have made thirty years ago to mark my anger, fear, rage, 
and hope have given way to Spotify and Apple Music playlists, some 
curated by well-known music journalists, public radio outlets, and art-
ists themselves. D-Nice, a one-time protégé of hip-hop icon KRS-One 
who had moderate success in the early 1990s with the singles “Call Me 
D-Nice” and “25 Ta Life,” remade his career as the host of Club Quaran-
tine, a deejay set that he curated on Instagram Live. On any given night, 
Club Quarantine welcomed a host of bonafde celebrities, most notably 
former First Lady Michelle Obama.

For a moment, Club Quarantine returned the fgure of the deejay—as 
opposed to radio host—to prominence as public curator of the Black 
musical archive. For me, Club Quarantine and other shelter-in-place 
deejay sets like 9th Wonder’s Fass Auntie’s Lounge recalled earlier times 
when deejays like Black New York WBLS-FM radio legends Frankie 
Crocker, Hal Jackson, and Vaughn Harper used the airwaves to educate 
audiences, not only about the Black musical archives, but about how the 
music intersected with Black social and political realities. I distinctly 
remember as a young adult hearing Aretha Franklin’s “Take a Look,” 
the Clyde Otis—penned meditation on race relations in the 1960s, and 
Donald Byrd’s “Cristo Redentor” during Crocker’s afernoon drive-time 
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programs in the weeks afer Yusef Hawkins’s death and the subsequent 
protests led by Reverend Al Sharpton. My own social media practice of 
sharing Black ephemera is largely inspired by listening to Crocker and 
his comrades thirty years ago. I understand it as a necessary interven-
tion, grounded in a responsibility to the archive and to those who pro-
duced and curated it before me—an intervention likely to go unnoticed, 
except, as Conrad Kent Rivers wrote three generations ago, “Some black 
kid is bound to read you.”

Black Ephemera is the frst full-length book I conceived since the 
death of my parents, more than a decade ago. Troughout my career, 
I’ve written about my father’s role as my frst musical interlocutor; it’s 
only been since my mother’s death that I’ve come to understand her 
formative role in both my musical taste and my intellectual practice. It’s 
been during the no less than twenty times a year listening sessions (usu-
ally on Sundays) of Aretha Franklin’s full Amazing Grace sessions, in 
sequence, that I’ve communed with my mother. Tat Stax Records, and 
Isaac Hayes and Johnnie Taylor in particular, fgure so prominently in 
Black Ephemera is a direct outcome of my mother wearing out her 33 1/3 
copies of Hayes’s Hot Buttered Soul and The Isaac Hayes Movement and 
her 8-track copies of his Black Moses and Johnnie Taylor’s Taylored in 
Silk. And then there’s Reverend James Cleveland’s “I Stood on the Banks 
of Jordan” (“You took my Father, you came back and got my Mother”): 
hearing it now, there’s little I can do but break down in tears, something 
I did ofen while working on this book. Yes, “some Black kid is bound 
to read,” but Black Ephemera is a reminder that some Black kid is also 
bound to listen.
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