Smithsonian Salutes Ray Charles: In Performance at the White House
Artist Biographies
RAY CHARLES
Born in Georgia on September 23, 1930, Ray Charles was an iconic singer, songwriter, composer, and musician. Often called the “Genius of Soul,” Charles combined blues, gospel and jazz to create groundbreaking hits such as “Unchain My Heart,” “Hit the Road Jack,” and “Georgia on My Mind.”
As a child, Charles began to gradually lose his sight. He was blind by the age of 7, and his mother sent him to a state-sponsored school, the Florida School for the Deaf and the Blind in St. Augustine, Florida—where he learned to read, write and arrange music in Braille. He also learned to play piano, organ, sax, clarinet and trumpet. At the age of 16, Charles moved to Seattle where he developed his unique musical style and made his first record. It was also in Seattle that he formed a life-long friendship with fellow artist, Quincy Jones.
Charles pioneered soul music during the 1950s, combining blues, gospel, and rhythm and blues music. He also created successful jazz records and, in a career spanning more than a half-century, Charles achieved his most prominent success as a crossover artist, recording country and pop records that helped integrate American popular music. One of the first members of the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, Charles earned 17 GRAMMY® Awards, the GRAMMY® Lifetime Achievement Award, the National Medal of Arts, and the Kennedy Center Honors, among other accolades. Rolling Stone magazine ranked Charles number 10 on its list of the “100 Greatest Artists of All Time” and number 2 on its list of the “100 Greatest Singers of All Time.”
Ray Charles died on June 10, 2004 at age 73. His legacy lives on through the Ray Charles Foundation, which is dedicated to providing support in the area of hearing disorders and the empowerment of young people through education by offering support to educational institutions and non-profit education programs. On what would have been his 80th birthday, the Ray Charles Memorial Library was opened to share his legacy and to encourage and inspire youth to embrace their creativity and stimulate their imaginations.
YOLANDA ADAMS
Gospel Singer and radio host Yolanda Adams has been amazing audiences for years with her trademark pioneering spirit and boundless optimism. She has received four GRAMMY® Awards and has sold more than 4.5 million CDs worldwide. Adams hosts “The Yolanda Adams Morning Show.” Her first book, Points of Power provides the tools, wisdom and spiritual guidance for living a joyful life. Adams’ greatest and proudest achievement is being the mother of her nine-year-old daughter Taylor, love of her life.

LEON BRIDGES
Fort Worth, Texas native and Columbia Records artist Leon Bridges released his debut album Coming Home in June of 2015 to critical and public acclaim. His intimate solo shows from London to New York, have proved him a rare and classic new talent who can do smoldering ballads and elemental rock ‘n’ roll with equal aplomb. “I’m not saying I can hold a candle to any soul musician from the ‘50s and ‘60s,” Bridges says, “but I want to carry the torch.”

ANDRA DAY
As a kid growing up in San Diego, Andra Day sang in church choir and studied dance, theater and music at the School of Creative and Performing Arts. By 16, Andra knew she wanted to sing professionally. She has performed alongside artists like Erykah Badu, Mary J. Blige, and Patti LaBelle and earned the praise of artists like Alicia Keys, Ryan Tedder, and Jennifer Hudson among others. Her debut album Cheers To The Fall was released on August 28, 2015.
ANTHONY HAMILTON
R&B and Soul singer, Anthony Hamilton has continued to impress critics and audiences alike ever since his 2003 studio album Comin’ from Where I’m From went platinum. Hamilton was featured on Jadakiss’ 2004 hit “Why” and has collaborated with artists such as Jill Scott, Nappy Roots, Kanye West, Nelly, and Mark Ronson. Though he is a full-time musician and performer he is also a very proud father and often looks to his family for motivation and, of course, musical inspiration.

BRITTANY HOWARD
Brittany Howard is the lead vocalist and guitarist for Alabama Shakes. She began playing the guitar at age 13 and later attended East Limestone High School where she met future Alabama Shakes’ bassist Zac Cockrell. Their album Boys & Girls debuted in 2012 to acclaim. The album produced a hit single, “Hold On”, and was nominated for four GRAMMY® Awards. The band’s sophomore record, Sound & Color, was released in 2015 and debuted as number-one song on the Billboard 200.

DEMI LOVATO
Singer, songwriter, and actress Demi Lovato rose to prominence starring on Disney’s “Sonny with a Chance” (2009). Her 2013 album Demi produced a hit single “Heart Attack,” which went platinum. She has since released her fifth studio album, Confident (2015), and her book titled Staying Strong: 365 Days a Year is a New York Times best-seller. Lovato is also an avid supporter of anti-bullying organizations and was named the ambassador for Secret’s “Mean Stinks,” an anti-bullying campaign promoting self-esteem in girls. 

SAM MOORE
An American Southern soul and R&B legend, Moore’s early success was as part of the historic Memphis Soul duo Sam & Dave, with Dave Prater Jr. Their rapid-fire style was fashioned and pioneered by Moore, and with hit songs such as “Soul Man,” the duo inspired “The Blues Brothers” personas and movie. Moore has maintained his appeal as a solo artist, continuing to tour. A GRAMMY® Award winner, Moore has also been inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame.

JUSSIE SMOLLETT
Entertainer Jussie Smollett stars as Jamal Lyon on the hit TV series Empire. The role allows him to blend his acting, singing, and songwriting skills in this high-octane family drama, which is a major hit on FOX. Feature film credits include “The Mighty Ducks,” Rob Reiner’s “North,” and Alex Haley’s “Queen,” alongside Halle Berry and Danny Glover. Smollett is actively involved in numerous charities including the RuJohn Foundation, which supplies clothes, school materials, and scholarships to children in Jamaica and the U.S. 
THE BAND PERRY
Inheriting a love of country and rock music from their parents, siblings Kimberly, Reid, and Neil Perry have performed together for the past 13 years. They describe their three-part harmonies, traditional instrumentation and contemporary flair as a “modern throwback”—and it is a winning combination. The Band Perry recently won the 2011 CMA New Artist of the Year and Single of the Year Awards, and Kimberly earned the CMA Song of the Year Award. Their self-titled album was released in 2010.

USHER
An American singer, songwriter, dancer, and actor, Usher rose to fame in the late 1990s with his second album My Way, which garnered his first Billboard Hot 100 number-one hit, “Nice & Slow.” To date, Usher is one of the best-selling musicians of all time and has received eight GRAMMY® Awards. Usher also founded New Look, a charity working to “provide young people with a new look on life through education and real-world experience,” among them revitalization initiatives in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina. 

