AMERICAN MASTERS
“Aretha Franklin: The Queen of Soul”
Soul survivor Aretha Franklin is having a very good year. She sang the national anthem at the 2006 Super Bowl in her hometown of Detroit and then won her 17th Grammy, for best traditional R&B performance with “A House Is Not a Home.” In tribute to the ever-growing Aretha Franklin phenomenon, AMERICAN MASTERS broadcasts an encore presentation of the definitive 1988 documentary as part of its 20th anniversary season. “The Queen of Soul” airs on PBS Wednesday, May 24, 2006, 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET. What Franklin says in the film still rings true: “With respect to things that I haven’t done, I’ve got a million songs to sing and a lot of things that I’d like to do.”  

When the film originally aired, USA Today said, “This documentary gives Aretha Franklin the r-e-s-p-e-c-t she deserves.” The New York Daily News called it “an honest and often moving look at the woman and her music.”

“We’re delighted to showcase this film again so an entirely new generation of music lovers can appreciate Aretha Franklin’s astonishing contributions to so many musical genres,” says Susan Lacy, creator and executive producer of AMERICAN MASTERS, which is a five-time winner of the Emmy for Outstanding Primetime Non-Fiction Series. “At the same time, it’s an opportunity for Aretha’s longtime fans to get reacquainted with this musical legend.”

The film contains numerous performance clips from film and television appearances as well as footage from a 1972 concert at San Francisco’s Fillmore West, at which Ray Charles invites Franklin to sing “Spirit in the Dark.” The program features interviews with family members and performers Eric Clapton, Whitney Houston, Keith Richards, Smokey Robinson and Dionne Warwick, and includes performances of “Think,” “I Never Loved A Man,” “Natural Woman” and “Respect.”  

“The Queen of Soul” follows Franklin’s evolution as a musician, from her early roots in gospel through her commercial breakthrough, career slump and triumphant comeback. In 1987, she became the first woman inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, a testament to the impact she’s had upon the music world in the course of a career that has spanned more than four decades.  

As a girl, Franklin first sang in the choir of her father’s church. The Rev. C.L. Franklin was a noted figure in black America in the 1950s and 60s, and one of the first ministers to have his own nationally broadcast radio show. Owing to his stature, such famous musicians as Sam Cooke, Clara Ward and Kacie Wilson visited the Franklin home, where young Aretha would perform for them.

Calling hers “the greatest voice I’ve heard since Billie Holiday,” legendary record producer John Hammond signed Franklin to her first recording contract in the early 1960s. After moving to Atlantic Records in 1967, Franklin achieved her first commercial breakthrough with “I Never Loved a Man.” It was the rare Franklin recording that was not a soul classic.

Franklin was also viewed as a potent symbol of black advancement, often lending her talents to the civil rights movement, performing to support the efforts of family friend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

Throughout a long and varied career, Franklin has recorded soul, duets, dance hits and rock ’n’ roll. She has also recorded songs for numerous hit movies, including Girl, Interrupted; The First Wives Club; Forrest Gump; Malcolm X; and Jumpin’ Jack Flash. She has worked with everyone from Clarence Clemons to Keith Richards. Her latest CD, So Damn Happy, was nominated for a Best R&B Album Grammy in 2004. 

AMERICAN MASTERS, now celebrating its 20th season, has won 16 Emmys, including Outstanding Primetime Non-Fiction Series for 1999, 2000, 2001, 2003 and 2004, in addition to seven Peabodys, an Oscar and two Grammys. The AMERICAN MASTERS film library is one of the most highly honored in television history, with profiles of more than 140 artistic giants. 
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■ To take AMERICAN MASTERS beyond the television broadcast and further explore the themes, stories and personalities of masters past and present, the companion Web site (pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters) offers interviews, essays, photographs, outtakes and other resources.

