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the transcendent figures of Twentieth-Century American culture. A child prodigy as a gospel singer, Burke was nicknamed “the W onder Boy Preacher,” and by the time he was twelve, he had founded his own ministry, Solomon’s Temple, in his hometown of Philadelphia. After signing w ith Athmtic in 1960, he became a key player in the birth of soul music, recording such hits as “Just Out of Reach (of My Two Open Arms),” “Cry to Me,” “If You Need Me” and “Got to Get You Off My M ind.”



■
 u r k e ’s f a n t a s t i c  t e s t i m o n i a l , “ E v e ry body Needs Somebody to Love,” was one of the defining musical moments of the 1960s, a home tru th  in that decade of social and artistic foment delivered w ith  such emotional clarity that the song, became a m edium  for talents as diverse as Vvilson Pickett and Mick Jagger.

B urke, w h o se  ro b u s t v o ice ca rr ie s  i ts  
p reach er’s au th o rity  to  th is  day, h a d  i t  all: 
In  a d d it io n  to  p o s se s s in g  th a t  am a z in g  
voice, h e w as  an  o u ts ta n d in g  w rite r  w ith  
th e  ab ility  to  assim ila te  th e  sty le of v ir tu 
ally  every  so u l s ta r  w h o  cam e d o w n  th e  
p ike, an d  h is revival sho w  se t th e  s ta n d a rd  
fo r sou l ex citem en t. O nly Ray C harles an d  
Sam C ooke can  claim  p reced en ce  to  Burke 
in  th e  ac t o f tran sfo rm ing  th e  gospel sp ir it 
in to  th e  realm  of p o p u la r m usic. B ut n e i
th e r  o f th o se  p io neers  co u ld  to u ch  Burke 
as a secu lar p reacher.

W h en  P eter G uralnick  se t o u t to  w rite  
h is definitive h is to ry  of R&B, Sweet Soul Mu
sic, th e  firs t person  h e tr ie d  to  co n tac t w as 
Solomon Burke. “You couldn’t  do  th e  book 
w ith o u t ta lk in g  to  th e  K ing,” B urke to ld  
G uralnick  w hen  th e  au th o r finally tracked  
th e  m u s ic ia n  d o w n . B u rk e  w a s  in  fa c t 
c ro w n ed  th e  “King of Rock an d  Soul” by 
P hiladelphia d isc  jockey Rockin’ R obin in  
1964; th e  regal h eadgear becam e a p erm a
n en t p a r t of h is  act.

D u rin g  th e  m id - to  la te  1950s, B urke 
cou ld  b e h eard  on  th e  radio  via h is b ro ad 
casts from  th e  tem ple an d  on m inor-label 
gospel recordings such  as “C hristm as Pre
sen ts From  H eaven.” Ironically, h is firs t h it 
for A dan tic  w as a co untry  song, “Ju s t O ut 
of Reach,” com plete w ith  schm altzy  back
in g  vocals. R ecorded  in  A ug u st 1961, th e  
song is a solem n read ing  th a t offers no  c lu f 
to  Burke’s gospel background . Five m onths 
la te r, Burke w e n t back  in to  th e  s tu d io  to  
re c o rd  a fo llow u p , a n o th e r te a r je rk e r on  
w h i te  b re a d  c o m p le te  w ith  s tr in g s  a n d  
generic backup  singers. But Burke w orked  
“C ry  to  M e” like th e  m aste r p reacher he is, 
bu ild ing  to  a tum u ltu ou s gospel im provisa
tion . T he Rolling Stones la te r covered the 
tu n e  on  Out of Our Heads.

In th e  1960s, Burke becam e th e  flagship 
p erform er in  A tlan tic’s flee t of sou l s tars. 
Jerry  W exler an d  Bert Bem s p ro duced  all his 
early h its , an d  h e w en t on to  w ork  w ith  Dan 
Penn, C hips M om an, Tom D ow d an d  Don 
Covay. By 1969, h e w as p roducing  h is ow n 
records for Bell, scoring a h it w ith  a version 
of John  Fogerty’s “Proud  M ary” th a t he re 
fashioned in to  an  an them  of b lack pride.

Though soul w as eclipsed by  electronic 
dance m usic after the disco craze of th e  m id- 
1970s, Burke never re trea ted  in to  th e  realm  
of o ld ie s . H e h as  re m a in e d  on  th e  ro a d , 
reco rd ing  sporadically  over th e  years, an d  
h is voice has re ta in ed  all of its  su b de ty  and  
pow er, as recordings such  as “Soul Alive!,” 
“A Change Is Gonna Come” an d  “Soul of the 
Blues” attest. Burke is a tru e  Hall of Fam er -  
an d  th a t’s th e  gospel tru th . ®
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