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American Idol’s Road to Ruin

By NAT CHARLES

Like 23 million other television viewers, I enjoyed tuning in to the final episode of Fox’s summer breakout hit American Idol. And like the majority of phone-in voters, I was rooting for the eventual winner, Kelly Clarkson, to take home the million-dollar recording contract, and the rather ambiguous title of “American Idol.” Clarkson, the girl-next-door with the electrifying larynx, had been the front-runner all along. Her prodigious talent, sharp singer’s instincts and Ivory-girl integrity combined with her disarmingly powerful and soulful vocals to make her the obvious favorite of both judges and audience as the weeks went by. But her stratospheric vocal pyrotechnics became severely challenged as the number of contestants shrank and the pressure and demands on each remaining competitor mounted. I wondered about the toll the competition was taking on her voice, particularly as she became increasingly hoarse and limited in her range with each new episode of the show. The more popular Clarkson became, the higher, longer, and louder she seemed compelled to sing to survive the next cut. By the final episode, Kelly Clarkson was a shoe-in to take the title, but there was little evidence of the freshness and arresting sizzle her voice had displayed in the weeks prior to the finals. Upon being crowned American Idol, she scarcely had the vocal strength to struggle through the single she would release as the competition winner. 

Regrettably, this road to ruin is well-trod in contemporary pop music. Witness the brilliant careers of singers Whitney Houston and Mariah Carey, to whom Clarkson was favorably compared by the competition’s judges. Houston and Carey burst on the scene with rare and rangy voices and relentless promotion, producing record-breaking number one hits, countless television and live appearances, and unprecedented success in the recording industry, with over 200 million albums sold combined. But barely a decade later, and still in their thirties, both women now strain to sing the very songs that propelled them to stardom, with voices that are hoarse, hollow shells of their former selves. 

Houston, whose gilded, glistening soprano stunned eager ears dulled by the euro-pop and electronica of the mid 1980’s, enjoyed her greatest – and most damaging - success with the Dolly Parton-penned pop anthem “I Will Always Love You.” Spawned by the hugely successful film “The Bodyguard,” in which Houston also starred, “I Will Always Love You” became the largest selling commercial single in history, winning a bushel-full of awards along the way, and fueling the sales of the film’s soundtrack to a record-setting 34 million copies. The single’s appeal stemmed mainly from an astonishing performance by Houston, spanning the sonic spectrum from a whisper to a shout, and setting a remarkable standard of pop vocalizing that will not soon be eclipsed. Obliged to duplicate this iconic performance on countless award shows, concert dates, television appearances and promotional junkets, Houston assiduously drained her powerful, yet vulnerable soprano of its sweetness, yielding a functional but husky and grainy growl that represents one of the greatest tragedies in pop music today.

Celebrated for her five-octave range, Mariah Carey’s career has been no less impressive. With 16 number one hits over a ten-year period, Carey’s union with Sony chief Tommy Mottola virtually guaranteed her unlimited and unprecedented exposure on the pop stage. She dominated video and radio in the 1990’s, reaping rewards of ubiquity, celebrity, and quite ample financial security along the way. Unfortunately, all that exposure came at a cost Carey could ill-afford, even with her many millions. Her once steely, soaring sound gradually unraveled over the years, exposing unsettling, breathy patches in her range, and an eviscerated core middle-register.

One can only imagine the anxiety both superstars experience in their increasingly scarce live appearances, laboring to summon the strength of voices whose luster and glory have faded with overuse. So it comes as no surprise that their personal lives and careers have deteriorated along with the quality of their voices. Houston has been dogged by rumors of drug and spousal abuse for years, appearing emaciated and unhealthy in recent performances on stage. She ignominiously fled drug possession charges in the state of Hawaii, along with her husband, singer Bobby Brown, making the couple the small-time Bonnie and Clyde of pop music. Carey’s troubles are manifold, with a messy divorce from Mottola, a notorious nervous breakdown, a still-born career as a film actress, and finally being unceremoniously bought out of her lucrative recording contract with Virgin records. American Idols, indeed.

Kelly Clarkson has a bright future ahead of her, having survived a field of 10,000 ambitious contestants to be voted our newest American Idol. But her greatest triumph will come if she is able to protect her fragile instrument from what pop folk legend Joni Mitchell dubbed “the star-making machine behind the popular song.” 

