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Ray Charles was a larger than

life figure, a man who surmounted
enormous odds to become arguably
the greatest American popular
musician of the 20th century. This
blind black man, a cultural icon in
a white man’s world, is celebrated
in Ray. The appropriately larger
than life film conveys the full scope
of his character, from his flaws to
his genius.

Before Ray Charles died last
June he read the script for Ray,
written by southern Afro-American
writer James L. White and trans-
lated into Braille. Charles corrected
only two inaccuracies. In keeping
with his upfront tradition, he
approved this multi-layered por-
trait of a complex man—junkie,
womanizer, business shark, and
lyrical soul man who invented a
new American sound.

Ray is worthwhile for the music
alone. Like all great artists,

Charles’s style never stopped evolv-
ing, from his early Nat King Cole
emulation through the full range of
his musical style, a unique synthe-
sis of gospel, country and western,
boogie, jazz, and rhythm and blues.

Charles replicated some of his
early recordings for the film,
including more than 40 songs. Most
are paired with the story line to
underscore the action of the scene,
which works well in most cases,
although credulity is strained in
the scene where Ray’s mistress
leaves him and they break into a
supposed spontaneous creation of
“Hit The Road Jack.”

The other reason to see this film is
for the transformational perform-
ance of Jamie Foxx (Collateral) who
seemingly becomes Ray Charles.
Foxx spent several weeks walking
around with his eyes sealed to get
the feeling of blindness.And while he
lip-synched the lyrics, the keyboard
work is his own. A life-long pianist,
he rehearsed with Charles until the
maestro bestowed his stamp of

approval. Along with a dose of
Charles’s perfectionism, Foxx picked
up the idiosyncrasies of Charles’s
mannerisms—the slurred/staccato
speech, the gaping mouth, the stilted
walk, the odd ticks of the blind that
mask Charles’s guile.

Director Taylor Hackford (An
Officer and a Gentleman) aims for
a full-scale biography in this 2 1/2
hour film. Starting with witnessing
his younger brother’s accidental
drowning and his loss of sight at
age seven from glaucoma, Ray’s
childhood in the Depression-era,
segregated south is portrayed in
flashbacks in which saturated color
contrasts with the gritty darkness
of his later years. Cinematographer
Pawel Edelman (The Pianist) and
Production Designer Stephen
Altman (Gosford Park) lend a mag-
ical realism to Charles’s youth
through sensuous images—colored
glass bottles hung on a tree as wind
chimes, his mother’s shadowy form
against drying sheets.

Charles’s mother, Aretha
Robinson, is portrayed in a moving
film debut by Sharon Warren, an
Atlanta theater actress. She gives
her blind son the priceless gift that
allows him to succeed—self-
reliance. In coaching him to func-
tion without sight she tells him,“I’ll
show you how to do somethin’ once.
I’ll help you if you mess up twice.
But the third time you’re on your
own, ‘cause that’s the way it is in
the world.”

Hearing became a heightened
sense for Charles. The soundtrack
lets us in on his keen perceptions—
we hear a palmetto bug walking
across the floor, a hummingbird’s
wings beating outside a window.
How much did blindness contribute
to Charles’s extraordinary mastery
of sound?

At 18, Charles gets a gig in
Seattle and enters the rough and
tumble world of nightclub musi-
cians, filmed in browns and grays.
Dropping his surname Robinson to
avoid confusion with the boxer
Sugar Ray, Charles fights his way

through cheating agents but doesn’t
resist heroin—an indulgence that
eventually becomes an addiction.

Playing the Chitlin Circuit with
his manager Jeff Brown (excellent-
ly portrayed by Clifton Powell,
House Party), Charles is discovered
by Ahmet Ertegun (Curtis
Armstrong, Risky Business) and
Jerry Wexler (Richard Schiff, West
Wing) of Atlantic Records. These
were the men who nourished his
creativity and the record label that
ushered him into national promi-
nence. In 1954 I’ve Got A Woman
marked the birth of soul music, a
blend of Baptist spiritual and
libidinous lyrics that topped the
charts on radio stations where it
wasn’t banned.

In life, Ray was as charming and
beguiling as he was on recordings.
His marriage to the sweet and
devoted Della Bea (Kerry
Washington of The Human Stain)
didn’t stop him from philandering,
and his road marriage to Margie
Hendricks (Regina King of A
Cinderella Story) became a second
life after he introduced his merry
band of back up singers, the
Raelettes.

Exceptional acting marks
Charles’s entourage, from the

women he wooed to the men who
helped manage his music.
Historical events are blended
smoothly into the story, such as
Charles’ refusal to play to a segre-
gated audience in Georgia, his
negotiating with ABC records for
the unheard of rights to his own
masters, and his arrest for smug-
gling heroin over the border from
Canada. Through it all, there’s a
song for every occasion.

Despite some brief lapses into
sentimentality and easy psycholo-
gizing, this film stayed with me for
days, both the man and his music.
For anyone with an eye for the
underdog, an ear for soulful tunes,
or a wish to know the contenders
on Oscar night—better see Ray.

Rated PG-13
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Ray - Blue Genius

Jamie Foxx is Ray Charles in the biopic Ray.

Film Review

Star Ratings

0-Dreadful
1-Poor
2-Fair
3-Good
4-Very Good
5-Outstanding


