
Some artists enter music trying to be heard. Curtis Mayfield learned that being heard did 
not guarantee being paid, protected, or free. A song could travel across the country while 
the person who wrote it remained dependent on a record company. A hit could enrich 
publishers, distributors, promoters, and executives while its creator received only a 
small royalty and had little authority over what happened next. Mayfield wanted 
something larger than applause: he wanted ownership. That desire did not appear after 
he became wealthy. It grew while he was still a teenager, when he began recognizing that 
music was both a spiritual language and a business filled with contracts, copyrights, 
percentages, and people willing to profit from an artist’s ignorance. 

Curtis Lee Mayfield was born in Chicago on June 3, 1942, and came of age inside a city 
being transformed by the Great Migration. Black families had arrived from the South 
seeking industrial work, political possibility, and distance from the most openly violent 
forms of Jim Crow segregation, yet Chicago confronted them with crowded housing, 
discriminatory lending, restricted neighborhoods, poverty, and another form of racial 
separation. Mayfield spent part of his youth around public housing, including 
Cabrini-Green, where wealth and hardship could exist only blocks apart. The streets 
showed him neglected communities, struggling families, hustlers, churchgoers, factory 
workers, musicians, and children trying to imagine lives larger than their surroundings. 
Those people would later appear inside his songs—not as distant subjects being 
observed, but as human beings whose fears, contradictions, beauty, and determination 
he already understood. 

His earliest musical education came through the church led by his grandmother, the 
Reverend Annie Bell Mayfield. The church was not merely a building where people sang 
on Sunday. It was a place where rhythm carried testimony, voices answered one another, 
sorrow could become motion, and hope had to sound convincing because the people 
singing needed it to survive the week. Curtis joined the Northern Jubilee Gospel Singers 
while still a child and traveled enough to see how serious gospel performance could be. 
Gospel harmony taught him that several voices could remain distinct while forming one 
emotional body. The preacher’s gradual rise from conversation into urgency taught him 
how to build a song. The congregation taught him that music becomes powerful when 
listeners feel that it understands where they have been. 

A guitar discovered during childhood became what Mayfield later described as 
something like another self. He was largely self-taught, which meant he did not begin by 
accepting the instrument’s standard rules. Using the black keys of a piano as his guide, 
he developed an unusual open F-sharp tuning. An open tuning rearranges the pitches of 
the guitar strings so that strumming several strings without complicated finger positions 
can produce a full, resonant harmony. His tuning helped create the bright chords, sliding 
movements, ringing high notes, and graceful rhythmic patterns that became part of his 
musical identity. What might have been corrected as a beginner’s mistake became an 
original language because nobody persuaded him that unfamiliar meant wrong. That 



small decision revealed a pattern that would follow him: when the established 
arrangement did not serve his purpose, he looked for another arrangement. 

The softness of his singing created another useful contradiction. Mayfield frequently 
sang in falsetto, a high vocal register that can sound lighter and more delicate than a 
person’s ordinary speaking voice. In weaker hands, falsetto can appear fragile; in his 
hands, it allowed painful truths to enter without first raising the listener’s defenses. He 
did not need to roar for the words to carry force. His guitar could sparkle, the harmonies 
could feel comforting, and the rhythm could invite dancing while the lyric quietly 
discussed racism, poverty, war, drugs, exploitation, or self-respect. That combination 
became one of his greatest artistic weapons. He understood that a difficult message 
sometimes travels farther when it arrives beautifully. 

During his teenage years, Mayfield joined Jerry Butler, Arthur Brooks, Richard Brooks, 
and Sam Gooden in a group that developed into the Impressions. Their breakthrough 
recording, “For Your Precious Love,” appeared in 1958 with Butler singing lead. When 
Butler left for a solo career, Mayfield briefly worked alongside him, co-writing songs and 
playing guitar, before returning to guide the Impressions. He was still extraordinarily 
young, yet he was becoming the group’s principal songwriter, arranger, guitarist, 
producer, and eventually its recognizable lead voice. A producer shapes the recording 
itself—guiding the tempo, instruments, vocal performances, arrangement, and overall 
sound. Mayfield was therefore not simply the man standing at the microphone. He was 
learning how nearly every part of a recording was assembled. 

“Gypsy Woman” reestablished the Impressions in 1961, but the group’s true identity 
emerged as Mayfield blended romance, gospel feeling, dignity, and social observation. 
“It’s All Right” carried reassurance without pretending that life was easy. “Keep On 
Pushing” turned perseverance into forward motion. “People Get Ready” imagined a train 
that did not require baggage or a ticket, using spiritual imagery to speak about 
preparedness, faith, freedom, and moral belonging. Civil rights marchers adopted 
Mayfield’s music because it could strengthen people without sounding like instructions 
issued from above. The songs did not describe Black Americans as helpless objects 
waiting to be rescued. They presented movement, readiness, endurance, and worth as 
qualities already alive within the people. 

As the decade grew more turbulent, his language became more direct. “We’re a Winner” 
declared collective victory during a period when open expressions of Black pride could 
be treated as dangerous. “This Is My Country” challenged the notion that Black 
citizenship required permission from anyone else. “Choice of Colors” asked listeners to 
examine prejudice, identity, and the way human beings assign value to appearance. 
These were not party platforms placed over background music. Mayfield wrote moral 
arguments that could survive after the political moment changed. He was able to affirm 
Blackness without reducing Black people to one personality or one experience, and he 
could criticize conditions inside the community without excusing the larger structures 
that helped create them. 



While these songs were becoming part of the public struggle, Mayfield was studying the 
private machinery behind them. The first piece he sought to control was publishing. In 
the music industry, publishing does not mean printing a book; it refers to the business 
surrounding the underlying composition—the melody and words that exist apart from 
any particular recording. When a composition is recorded, performed publicly, played on 
radio, streamed, reproduced, or licensed for a film, television program, advertisement, or 
sample, different forms of royalty may be generated. The songwriter is entitled to one 
portion, while the publisher controls or administers another portion. Young performers 
often signed away publishing because they needed immediate money, misunderstood 
the paperwork, or were told that surrendering it was simply the price of entering the 
industry. 

Mayfield understood that a recording might be popular for several months, while a 
well-written composition could earn money for generations. He therefore formed Curtom 
Publishing with his manager Eddie Thomas around 1960, when Mayfield was still only 
about seventeen or eighteen years old. The name combined parts of Curtis and Thomas, 
acknowledging the partnership behind the operation. Establishing a publishing company 
did not make money fall from the sky; the songs still had to be registered, licensed, 
tracked, and collected. It did, however, place Mayfield on the ownership side of the 
ledger. Instead of receiving only the writer’s share while an outside company controlled 
the publisher’s interest, he had positioned himself to participate more fully in the 
long-term value of his own writing. 

This was the first major lesson in how he did it: he created something worth owning 
before fighting over ownership. Mayfield wrote constantly, not only for himself and the 
Impressions but for Jerry Butler, Major Lance, Gene Chandler, Jan Bradley, Billy Butler, 
Walter Jackson, and other performers moving through Chicago’s musical network. “He 
Will Break Your Heart,” “The Monkey Time,” and “Mama Didn’t Lie” helped prove that his 
writing could succeed even when another voice delivered it. That mattered in business 
because a publishing catalog—a collection of controlled compositions—becomes more 
valuable when it is broad, active, and capable of producing several sources of income. 
He was not trying to own an empty company bearing an impressive name. He was filling 
the company with work. 

He also watched other Black artists who were attempting to build power behind the 
stage. Sam Cooke, whose journey from gospel into popular music had opened an 
important path, established publishing and the artist-directed SAR Records label. 
Mayfield understood the example: an artist could become more than the talent hired to 
decorate somebody else’s business. He could develop performers, control compositions, 
negotiate partnerships, and build an institution. That did not mean Mayfield possessed 
complete business knowledge from the beginning. It meant he paid attention, asked how 
the money moved, endured mistakes, and refused to believe that creativity and financial 
intelligence belonged to different kinds of people. 



Curtom Publishing came years before Curtom Records because owning a song and 
owning a recording are not the same thing. The composition is the musical blueprint; the 
master is the finished recorded performance. If ten singers record “People Get Ready,” 
the underlying composition remains Mayfield’s work, but each completed recording has 
its own master owner. Traditional labels often paid for studio time, manufacturing, 
promotion, and distribution in exchange for owning the masters or controlling them for 
long periods. The artist might earn a royalty only after the label recovered its expenses, a 
process called recoupment. Because companies could charge numerous costs against 
the artist’s account, a successful performer could sell many records and still be told that 
the account had not earned enough to pay substantial royalties. 

Mayfield’s first attempts at operating labels, including Mayfield Records and Windy C, did 
not become lasting empires. That failure belongs inside the lesson because ownership 
was not achieved through one fearless leap. Small labels could record excellent music 
and still collapse because they lacked financing, radio promotion, manufacturing 
capacity, reliable bookkeeping, or national distribution. Distribution is the system that 
moves a record from its owner into stores, radio stations, regional markets, and 
eventually the hands of buyers. During the vinyl era, distribution required physical 
pressing plants, warehouses, shipping relationships, sales representatives, and the 
ability to collect money from retailers. Having a label without distribution was like owning 
a brilliant store hidden behind a wall. 

Those early disappointments taught Mayfield that independence did not require isolation. 
In 1968, he and Eddie Thomas launched Curtom Records and developed a distribution 
relationship with Buddah Records. Curtom could maintain its artistic identity, select and 
develop performers, create recordings, and build a catalog, while a larger outside 
company supplied broader distribution and promotional reach. This was strategic 
independence: controlling the most valuable decisions while purchasing or sharing the 
infrastructure that would be expensive to build from nothing. The arrangement also 
carried risk because distributors take compensation and can still exercise pressure. Yet 
Mayfield had moved closer to the center of power than an artist who merely arrived, 
sang, accepted a check, and departed. 

The label’s name may have sounded modest, but its design was ambitious. Mayfield 
became Curtom’s principal creative force, producer, songwriter, performer, and talent 
developer. A&R, meaning artists and repertoire, is the label function that discovers 
performers and connects them with songs, producers, and a musical direction. Mayfield 
possessed the ears and experience to handle much of that work himself. Eddie Thomas, 
and later business manager Marv Heiman, helped manage promotion and commercial 
operations. Arranger Johnny Pate brought orchestral intelligence, while Donny Hathaway 
contributed as an arranger, producer, songwriter, and musician during a formative period 
of his own development. Curtom eventually became home to or worked closely with 
artists including the Impressions, the Five Stairsteps, Baby Huey, Leroy Hutson, Linda 
Clifford, Mavis Staples, and the Staple Singers. 



The company expanded beyond a name printed on records. Curtom operated from 
Chicago and eventually took over a former RCA recording facility on South Stony Island 
Avenue. Owning or controlling studio space meant that Mayfield did not always have to 
rent another company’s room by the hour or accept its schedule. A studio could become 
a laboratory where musicians developed a recognizable sound, younger performers 
learned from experienced arrangers, and recordings were created with fewer outside 
restrictions. Offices, musicians, engineers, songwriters, promoters, and administrators 
formed an economic circle around the music. This was Black ownership expressed as 
infrastructure rather than symbolism. The point was not simply that Curtis Mayfield’s 
face appeared at the top; the operation created work, developed talent, and allowed a 
Chicago musical community to produce its own evidence of excellence. 

His position allowed him to be paid through several doors rather than standing outside 
one. As a recording artist, he could earn an artist royalty. As a songwriter, he could 
receive money attached to the composition. Through publishing, he could participate in 
the publisher’s portion. As a producer, he could be compensated for directing the 
recording. As an owner or partner in the label, he could share in the value of the master 
and the company’s remaining profit after expenses and contractual payments. The exact 
percentages varied by recording and agreement, but the structure was the important 
achievement. A person receiving money through several controlled rights is harder to 
erase than a performer depending on a single royalty statement. 

This arrangement is sometimes called vertical integration, meaning several stages of a 
business are brought under related control. Mayfield could write the song, publish it, 
arrange or produce it, record it in a connected studio, release it through his label, and 
use a distribution partner to place it in the marketplace. He did not personally perform 
every office duty or press every record, and ownership did not eliminate the need for 
collaborators. It gave him greater authority over who those collaborators would be and 
how the value would be divided. That distinction remains important. Independence does 
not mean performing every task alone; it means entering partnerships from a position 
where one possesses something the partnership cannot easily ignore. 

Curtom also protected Mayfield’s ability to release ideas that a cautious outside label 
might have weakened. His 1970 solo debut, Curtis, did not ease listeners into an innocent 
new chapter. “(Don’t Worry) If There’s a Hell Below, We’re All Going to Go” opened with a 
warning and moved through racial conflict, political hypocrisy, violence, and collective 
responsibility. “The Other Side of Town” described poverty from inside the experience 
rather than looking down upon it. “Move On Up” carried horns, percussion, speed, and 
encouragement, but its optimism was muscular rather than decorative. The album treated 
soul music as a complete artistic statement in which arrangements, subject matter, 
sound, packaging, and sequence belonged together. Because Curtom released it, 
Mayfield’s business independence and artistic development reinforced one another. 

Then came Super Fly, the 1972 soundtrack that became his defining commercial 
achievement and one of popular music’s most intelligent confrontations with street 



mythology. The film followed Priest, a cocaine dealer attempting to earn enough money 
to escape the trade. Its clothing, cars, confidence, and images of criminal power could be 
interpreted as glamorous, even though danger and entrapment surrounded the character. 
Mayfield recognized that the music did not have to repeat the film’s attitude. He could 
accept the assignment while creating an argument beneath it. The soundtrack therefore 
became a second narrator—one that understood the drug dealer’s appeal but refused to 
confuse style with freedom. 

“Pusherman” enters the psychology of the dealer, exposing the mixture of charisma, 
commerce, dependence, and destruction. “Freddie’s Dead” shifts attention toward the 
human being consumed by a system that treats vulnerable lives as disposable. “Little 
Child Runnin’ Wild” looks beneath criminal behavior toward abandonment, hunger, and 
social failure. The title song presents success with tension underneath it, showing that a 
person may appear powerful while remaining trapped inside forces larger than himself. 
Mayfield did not flatten the neighborhood into innocent victims on one side and 
monsters on the other. He showed a marketplace created from desperation, where the 
supplier, user, police, political system, and neglected community were connected by 
money and injury. 

The music made its criticism pleasurable enough to travel. Deep bass, wah-wah guitar, 
strings, horns, congas, drums, and Mayfield’s elevated voice created elegance around 
dangerous subject matter. A wah-wah pedal is a guitar effect that shifts the instrument’s 
tone as the player moves a foot control, producing the vocal-like sweep heard 
throughout much 1970s funk. Johnny Pate’s orchestration expanded Mayfield’s ideas 
with strings and brass without smothering the rhythm section. The soundtrack became 
more culturally enduring than the film and was eventually selected for the National 
Recording Registry, which preserves recordings judged culturally, historically, or 
aesthetically significant. The Library of Congress noted Mayfield’s deliberate effort to 
counter the film’s possible glorification of cocaine rather than functioning as its musical 
advertiser. That achievement explains his genius: he entered a commercial project and 
quietly changed what the project meant. Library of Congress 

Super Fly also showed what ownership could accomplish at scale. Mayfield was not 
merely the hired singer of a soundtrack controlled entirely by other people. He wrote the 
songs, produced the recording, performed much of its defining music, and released the 
album through Curtom. The same human being occupied roles that the industry often 
separated among several departments. Its success therefore strengthened more than his 
celebrity; it increased the importance of his catalog, company, production identity, and 
bargaining position. That is the difference between becoming famous within another 
person’s structure and building a structure that grows when the work succeeds. 

The success opened additional film work. Mayfield wrote and produced the music for 
Claudine, with Gladys Knight and the Pips performing the songs. He built Let’s Do It 
Again around the Staple Singers and created Sparkle for Aretha Franklin, demonstrating 
that he could write through another artist’s voice without erasing that artist’s identity. 

https://www.loc.gov/programs/national-recording-preservation-board/recording-registry/registry-by-induction-years/2018/


Back to the World examined soldiers returning from Vietnam to a country that had 
changed while they were away and that might not know how to receive them. There’s No 
Place Like America Today placed national promises beside unemployment, hunger, 
isolation, and unequal opportunity. His songs became less like slogans and more like 
rooms in which hope and disappointment had to face each other. 

Although Mayfield is remembered as a social prophet, he was not incapable of 
sensuality, romance, humor, or pleasure. His work contains desire, flirtation, tenderness, 
heartbreak, pride, spiritual searching, political warning, and dance-floor release. That 
range prevented him from becoming a musician called upon only when society needed a 
serious message. He could write “The Makings of You” with extraordinary intimacy and 
then turn toward the hard conditions surrounding “Billy Jack.” He could make rhythm 
carry philosophy without turning the record into a lecture. Even when the subject was 
heavy, he respected the listener enough to make the music beautiful. 

His leadership was not flawless, and ownership did not automatically make every 
relationship fair. The determination that protected him from exploitation could become a 
need for control. Creative partnerships deteriorated over money, authority, and credit, 
including his long relationships with Eddie Thomas and Johnny Pate. Curtom bore the 
names of Curtis and Thomas, yet the partnership did not remain permanently 
harmonious. Mayfield’s son Todd later presented him as intensely ambitious, private, 
insecure, sometimes emotionally distant, repeatedly unfaithful, and capable of deeply 
harmful conduct within intimate relationships. Todd’s biography also describes episodes 
of domestic abuse, an allegation too serious to hide beneath admiration for the music. 

This harder truth does not cancel Mayfield’s achievements, but it prevents excellence 
from being confused with perfection. A man could write magnificently about human 
dignity and still fail to honor people closest to him. He could understand economic 
exploitation while exercising unhealthy power in personal relationships. He could create 
music that helped millions survive and still leave pain inside his own family. Human 
beings do not always live at the moral height of their finest work. Respectful teaching 
does not tear the person down for that contradiction, nor does it protect a gifted person 
by making everyone he hurt disappear. 

Curtom itself was not immune to changing markets. Disco altered popular taste, the cycle 
of Black-oriented motion pictures weakened, distribution arrangements changed, 
expenses accumulated, and the label’s momentum declined toward the end of the 1970s. 
Mayfield could control songs and recordings, but he could not control the entire 
economy surrounding them. By the early 1980s, the Chicago operation had contracted, 
and he moved with his family to the Atlanta area. His newer records did not dominate 
popular culture as Super Fly had, although he continued writing, recording, and touring. 
Ownership increased his power; it did not guarantee permanent demand. 

This part of the story teaches another side of business. Founding a company is different 
from sustaining one through technological shifts, changing audiences, competition, 



debt, personnel conflict, and the founder’s changing creative energy. A founder who 
performs, writes, produces, approves talent, and makes central decisions can become 
both the company’s greatest strength and its narrowest passage. If too much depends on 
one person, growth becomes exhausting and succession becomes difficult. Curtom’s 
history therefore contains both a model and a warning. Creative control must eventually 
be supported by durable administration, transparent accounting, capable leadership, and 
systems that can operate when the founder is no longer carrying everything. 

The most devastating interruption in Mayfield’s life arrived on August 13, 1990, at an 
outdoor concert at Wingate Field in Brooklyn. As he was being introduced, a lighting 
structure came down and struck him. The impact injured his spinal cord and left him 
paralyzed from the neck down. Paralysis at that level affects far more than the ability to 
walk; it can limit arm and hand movement, breathing strength, coughing, temperature 
regulation, skin protection, and nearly every ordinary act of independence. The guitarist 
whose fingers had created a private tuning could no longer play his instrument. The 
performer who had spent decades controlling studios, bands, stages, and companies 
now required assistance for the basic movement of his body. 

He experienced depression and enormous physical difficulty, but creation did not end. 
Singing became possible only under carefully arranged conditions. Lying on his back 
allowed gravity to help his lungs and chest function well enough for him to release short 
passages. He could not always sing an entire verse or even a long phrase in one 
continuous take, so individual lines were recorded and later assembled. This was not 
merely a display of willpower. It required engineers, musicians, caregivers, family 
members, patience, technology, and a willingness to redefine what completing a 
performance meant. Independence had once meant owning his publishing and label; 
after the accident, it meant accepting help without surrendering authorship. 

The resulting album, New World Order, released in 1996, carries a voice physically 
reduced in breath but not emptied of meaning. The title itself could have sounded 
grandiose from another artist, yet Mayfield was rebuilding a creative world after losing 
control over almost every movement below his neck. He could no longer demonstrate a 
guitar part, walk into the vocal booth, or command a stage through physical presence. He 
composed through memory, direction, imagination, and fragments of breath. The finished 
album proves that artistic power is not identical to bodily power. His official biography 
describes the extraordinary line-by-line recording process that allowed him to complete 
the work. Curtis Mayfield biography 

Recognition increased during his final years. The Impressions had entered the Rock and 
Roll Hall of Fame in 1991, and Mayfield was inducted again as a solo artist in 1999. He 
received the Grammy Legend Award and a Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award, and he 
entered the Songwriters Hall of Fame. By then, diabetes had compounded the damage to 
his health, eventually requiring the amputation of his right leg. He died from 
complications of the disease on December 26, 1999, at fifty-seven years old. The length 
of a life and the size of its reach had become two completely different measurements. 

https://www.curtismayfield.com/biography.html


His music continued moving through hip-hop, neo-soul, film, television, gospel, rock, 
reggae, and contemporary R&B. Producers sampled his drums, strings, bass lines, guitar 
figures, and vocals, while later writers inherited his belief that political meaning and 
musical pleasure did not have to compete. Kanye West’s “Touch the Sky,” produced by 
Just Blaze, built prominently from “Move On Up,” introducing another generation to a 
rhythm created decades earlier. Sampling can generate new publishing and master-use 
income when licenses are properly secured, demonstrating why Mayfield’s early concern 
with ownership mattered long after vinyl sales declined. A catalog is not merely a stack 
of old songs. It is intellectual property—creative work recognized by law as an asset that 
can be licensed, inherited, administered, sold, disputed, or rediscovered. 

His ownership journey can therefore be understood as a sequence of enlarging control. 
He first developed a skill strong enough to create demand. He learned to write for 
multiple voices so that his income and relevance did not depend entirely on his own 
performances. He established publishing to retain a stake in the compositions. He 
experimented with smaller labels and learned from their weaknesses. He formed Curtom 
with a trusted manager, used a larger company for distribution, built a studio operation, 
developed other artists, and placed himself in several revenue-producing roles. He 
turned ownership from a statement into a working system. 

The model was powerful, though not pure. He needed managers, distributors, arrangers, 
musicians, lawyers, accountants, radio relationships, retailers, and outside financing. 
Some partnerships ended painfully, and the company eventually declined. That does not 
make the independence false. It clarifies what ownership really is: not freedom from all 
dependence, but the ability to decide which dependencies will be accepted and what will 
be surrendered in return. Mayfield did not escape the music industry. He learned enough 
about its machinery to negotiate from a stronger position inside it. 

The distinction between possession and ownership also runs through his story. 
Possession means holding or using something at the moment; ownership means having 
legally recognized rights that continue when the moment passes. A singer may possess 
the stage for an evening, while another company owns the recording that preserves the 
performance. An artist may become the public face of a hit while someone else controls 
the composition, master, licensing, and accounting. Mayfield looked beyond the visible 
glory and asked who would still control the work after the applause ended. That question 
was unusual for a young Black artist entering an industry with a long history of 
separating Black creativity from Black wealth. 

Yet the greatest value of ownership was never money alone. It gave him room to tell the 
truth in his own musical language. It allowed uplifting civil-rights anthems, unsettling 
social criticism, elegant romance, street-level observation, ambitious orchestration, and 
young Chicago talent to exist under the same roof. It helped him answer exploitation with 
structure rather than complaint alone. He did not merely sing about moving upward; he 
studied the staircase, learned who owned the building, and attempted to construct 
another entrance. 



Curtis Mayfield’s unique life cannot be reduced to Super Fly, paralysis, civil-rights songs, 
or Curtom Records, because each part explains the others. The child absorbing gospel 
learned how music could carry a people. The self-taught guitarist learned that rules could 
be rearranged. The teenage songwriter learned that creation without legal knowledge 
could be taken. The label owner learned that independence still required partnerships 
and disciplined systems. The wounded man learned that accepting assistance did not 
erase creative authority. Through triumph, contradiction, injury, and unfinished struggle, 
he left behind more than songs. He left a working demonstration that a creator can seek 
control over the meaning, movement, and lasting value of what comes through his 
hands. 

 


