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Earth, Wind & Fire founder Maurice White, whose
feel-good funk anthems packed arenas, broke
down racial barriers and made him among his

generation’s best-selling artists, has died. He was 74.
Brought up in Chicago, White saw himself as an heir
to the jazz greats but developed a fresh sound of
tight pop tunes that brought in elements of R&B,
rock, soul and funk.

The band sold close to 100 million albums,
ranking among the most successful acts of the
1970s, on the back of hits such as “September,”
“Shining Star,” “After the Love Has Gone” and
“Boogie Wonderland.” White’s death is the latest
among a string of prominent musicians who have
passed away since the start of 2016.

White, who suffered for years from Parkinson’s

disease, forcing him to stop touring, died Wednesday
at his home in Los Angeles, his brother and a repre-
sentative for the band said. “My brother, hero and
best friend Maurice White passed away peacefully
last night in his sleep,” his brother and bandmate
Verdine White wrote Thursday on Facebook.

“While the world has lost another great musician
and legend, our family asks that our privacy is
respected as we start what will be a very difficult and
life-changing transition in our lives.” The band was
one of the early acts to break the color barrier in pop
music, winning a white fanbase while remaining
favorites within the African-American community. In
1979, the band became the first African-American act
to sell out New York’s Madison Square Garden, then-
as now-one of the most prestigious concert venues.

‘Voice of my generation’ 
Maurice White formed Earth, Wind & Fire in

Chicago in 1969 and quickly became known for his
skill at songwriting as he crafted readily danceable
tunes that borrowed heavily from the city’s R&B
scene, but kept a concise structure in line with pop.

While never disappearing completely, Earth,
Wind & Fire enjoyed a career resurgence after the
election of President Barack Obama, who invited
the band as one of the first entertainers when he
entered the White House in 2009. Attorney General
Loretta Lynch mourned the death of White on
Twitter, calling him “the voice of my generation.”

Basketball legend Magic Johnson on Twitter
described Earth, Wind & Fire as “the greatest group
in history.” The Recording Academy, which has
awarded White seven Grammys over his career out
of 21 nominations, hailed his skills on stage and in
the studio. “His unerring instincts as a musician and
showman helped propel the band to international
stardom, influencing countless fellow musicians in
the process,” it said in a statement. Earth, Wind &
Fire had been due to receive a lifetime achievement
Grammy in the coming months. Coincidentally, this
year’s honorees include Jefferson Airplane, whose
co-founder Paul Kantner died last week, also at 74.

Channeling positive thoughts 
Earth, Wind & Fire helped bring together the

races by leading through example rather than
direct activism. Unlike contemporary funk greats Sly
and the Family Stone, who brought a subtle politi-
cal edge to their songs, Earth, Wind & Fire had no
interest in provocation and often sang simply about
dancing-helping the band triumph in the disco era.
White, in a 1985 interview with the Chicago
Tribune, said he wanted his music to inspire hope
and give people “a positive image of self.” “There
are a lot of things wrong on this planet-starvation,
poverty, negative thoughts, racism, a lot of weird-
ness,” he said. “So somebody has to communicate
something to try and balance that, if it’s possible.”
White’s desire for positive energy led him on a spiri-
tual quest as he grew interested in ancient Egypt

and toured indigenous ruins in the Americas.
The song “Serpentine Fire” references yoga’s

concept of Kundalini energy.  It appears on the 1977
album “All ‘n All,” which features Brazilian rhythms
and cover art from pharaonic Egypt. Earth, Wind &
Fire won acclaim not only for songwriting but for
energetic live shows, led by a forceful horn section
and featuring a kalimba, an African percussion
instrument played by plucking metal tines.

White, a tenor, alternated on vocals with Philip
Bailey, who offered a quickly recognizable falsetto.
White also served as a producer for artists including
Barbra Streisand, Chaka Khan and The Emotions, a
three-woman R&B trio from Chicago. — AFP 

Pop diva Madonna has waded into
the war of words over Taiwanese
identity after draping herself in the

island’s flag, sparking ire in China, where
any suggestion of independence is
scorned. Taiwan’s Apple Daily and Liberty
Times newspapers ran photos of
Madonna with the flag over her shoulders
as she sang an encore Thursday on the
Taipei leg of her global Rebel Heart Tour. 

The move was greeted enthusiastically

by many on Taiwanese Internet forums,
who saw it as a boost to their quest to
protect the island’s sovereignty in the face
of increased influence from Beijing.
“Madonna supports Taiwan with her acts.
Taiwan loves Madonna too,” read one
message on Apple Daily’s website.  But
posts on China’s Twitter-like Weibo
responded angrily.

“Is Taiwan a country? I am laughing to
death... you are just a region,” said one.

“Madonna draped the flag and you think
you are going to be recognized by the
UN? So funny,” said another, referring to
Taiwan’s lack of international status.
Taiwan has been self-ruling since splitting
from China in 1949 following a civil war,
but Beijing still views it as part of its terri-
tory awaiting reunification.  As Beijing’s
influence has grown globally, Taiwan has
hemorrhaged allies, losing its place at the
UN to Beijing and is now only recognised
by 22 countries. 

Instagram backlash 
China supporters also voiced their

anger on Madonna’s Instagram account,
responding to a picture which showed
her face superimposed on a blue sun
motif similar to the white sun on Taiwan’s
flag, attracting 2,000 messages.

“Shut up, people of Taiwan province of
China,” one message read. “Madonna was
just creating a talking point and some
Taiwanese people thought she was
speaking up for Taiwan independence?
So funny,” said another.

Others hit back at the critical
Instagram posts. “Someone holds the flag
and you are barking like a dog. So low
class. If you like China so much, go back to
use your weibo,” one comment read. The
Asian leg of the Rebel Heart Tour includes
dates in Hong Kong and Macau, but not
mainland China. —AFP

Funk legend Maurice White of Earth, Wind & Fire dead at 74

This file photo taken on March 5, 2011
shows singer Maurice White arriving at
the 42nd NAACP Image Awards held at
The Shrine Auditorium in Los Angeles,
California. — AFP photos

This file photo taken on March 6, 2000 shows Maurice White (center) reacts to the
crowd as his group, Earth, Wind and Fire, are inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of
Fame during the 15th annual induction ceremony at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in
New York City.

Madonna embroiled in 
Taiwan-China row over flag

This photo received on February 5, 2016 from a member of the public
and distributed by AFP as a service to clients shows US singer Madonna
(left) with the Taiwan flag over her shoulders as she sings an encore on
February 4, 2016 on the Taipei leg of her global Rebel Heart Tour in
Taipei. — AFP 

This file photo taken on July 8, 2013 shows US musician
and singer Maurice White (right) and Philip Bailey (center)
of US band “Earth Wind and Fire” US bassist Verdine White
(left) perform on stage at the Nice Jazz Festival. — AFP

Earth, Wind & Fire’s
greatest hits

Alook back at Earth, Wind & Fire’s highest charting songs follow-
ing the passing of founding member Maurice White, who died
Wednesday at age 74:

“Boogie Wonderland”: Inspired by the film “Looking For Mr
Goodbar,” Earth, Wind & Fire teamed up with The Emotions for this
1979 disco hit that reached No 6 on the Billboard singles chat.  The
groovy tune was later featured in such movies as “Caddyshack,”
“Happy Feet” and The Mirror Has Two Faces.” “Sing a Song”: White
produced and wrote with Al McKay this peppy 1975 track that peaked
at No. 5 on the Billboard singles chart. He said the genesis of “Sing a
Song” was completely unintentional. Earth, Wind & Fire actually came
up with the song while goofing around during a sound check.

“Let’s Groove”: With catchy lyrics and an unforgettable bassline,
White and Earth Wind & Fire proved disco wasn’t totally dead with
this 1981 smash that reached No. 3 on the Billboard singles chart.
The trippy music video for “Let’s Groove” famously featured the band
decked out in colorful space suits. —AP


