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Eleanora Fagan (1915-1959): To Billie With Love From Dee Dee 
 

Sexy, spunky, sublime, inspired. That’s the alliterative wrap on Dee Dee 
Bridgewater that fully encompasses her contagious appeal as a performer 
as well as her intrepid approach in fashioning her recordings. 

She’s a risk taker who’s perpetually looking around the next bend 
but with full vision in her rear view mirror of where she’s already 
traveled—from the familiar red earth of Tennessee to the exotic red earth 
of Mali. Steeped in the tradition while ears-wide-open to fresh possibilities, 
Dee Dee has consistently embraced the jazz spirit that teems with vibrancy 
and freedom. “I want to move forward, just as I’ve done with each of my 
albums,” she says. “To not go backwards, but progress. Constantly.”  

So, with one foot firm in the past and the other sprinting ahead into 
the future, for her new album Dee Dee decided to reacquaint herself with 
an iconic figure of the jazz legacy: Billie Holiday. While she had already 
paid homage to such legendary musical figures as Horace Silver, Ella 
Fitzgerald and Kurt Weill with recordings dedicated to each, her musical 
relationship with Billie went far deeper. 

Dee Dee had starred in the one-woman musical, Lady Day, based on 
Holiday’s ghostwritten autobiography, Lady Sings the Blues. Having done 
an extensive character study on Holiday’s life and music, she took the 
plunge into channeling the tragic jazz diva for her nightly performances. 
The theatrical performance, written and directed by Stephen Stahl, wowed 
audiences in Paris (in 1986) and London (in 1987) and garnered Dee Dee a 
nomination for the Laurence Olivier Award for Best Actress.  
 When she started her Lady Day run, she sang in a Dee Dee 
Bridgewater-meets-Billie Holiday voice. “But by the end in London, it was 
totally Billie’s voice,” she says. “She took over. I couldn’t sing like myself. 
It was as if I were possessed, living for two years in this eerie state.” It was 
only when the run ended that she gradually regained her own voice.  



 Nearly two decades later, Dee Dee decided to return to the 
wellspring, hoping that Lady Day could finally make it to Broadway. To 
augment the proposed revival she was spearheading, she planned to offer 
another view of Billie’s music that she would record as a stand-alone CD. 
“I wanted the record to be a collection that would not be like the music of 
the show,” she says. “The show is a period piece for the mid-‘50s; the 
album I envisioned would be more modern and a celebration, not a tribute 
or anything that goes dark and sullen and maudlin. I wanted the album to 
be joyful.” 
 While the revival production of Lady Day got detoured, the album, 
Eleanora Fagen (1915-1959): To Billie With Love From Dee Dee, 
glamorously lives on. Says Dee Dee: “This is my way of paying my respect 
to another jazz vocalist who has made it possible for singers like me to 
carve out a career for ourselves.”  
 First step: new arrangements for the old standbys. Dee Dee had just 
the right person in mind: her pianist of five years, Edsel Gomez, who had 
revealed his burgeoning prowess as an arranger with a Latin music project 
she was working on as well as her last CD, Red Earth: A Malian Journey. 
Presented with the daunting challenge, he immersed himself in Holiday’s 
music with the intent of buoying it anew while also being sensitive to 
Billie’s era. He splendidly succeeds by contemporizing the music with a 
tasteful touch while allowing Dee Dee the opportunity to explore the 
nuances of each song. 
 Case in point: the rousing leadoff tune, “Lady Sings the Blues,” that 
she infuses with a bluesy swing rippling with African polyrhythms. With 
in the piece, Dee Dee soars and then flies along with the tenor saxophone 
wails of James Carter. Another example: Edsel’s re-harmonized 
arrangement of the standard “All of Me,” that features Dee Dee playing off 
Carter’s soprano solo. Edsel explains: “I wanted to have a new harmony as 
well as the original harmony the way Billie Holiday sang it. That way Dee 
Dee was free to sing it any way she chose.” 
 After finding her arranger (who also turns in fine pianistic support), 
Dee Dee sought her dream band. In addition to Carter, Dee Dee enlisted 
the simpatico rhythm team of bassist Christian McBride and drummer 
Lewis Nash (who unknown to her beforehand had played some 70 
recording sessions together). The band clicked. Just like in sports, team 
chemistry makes all the difference. 



 Carter’s extroverted horns take center stage throughout. He 
complements Dee Dee’s bittersweet vocals on the blues ballad “Good 
Morning Heartache” with his dark-roasted bass clarinet phrasings, and he 
echoes the leader’s vocals on the swinging, hugging-and-kissing “Lover 
Man” with voice-like soprano saxophone runs. He engages in a call-and-
response-like fling with Dee Dee on the bluesy “Fine and Mellow” (with 
the singer urging him on: “C’mon, James, talk to me, baby”), blows smoky 
soul into the haunting “You’ve Changed,” scorches a soprano sax solo on 
the gospel-tinged “God Bless the Child” that inspires Dee Dee to scat 
along, and dusts off his long-closeted alto flute to beautifully color the 
slow-and-blue “Don’t Explain.” 
 Conversant and improvisationally adept at playing any style of 
music, McBride supplies his luscious round bass lines throughout the 
session, with two noteworthy spotlight moments. His Arco bass lines on 
“Don’t Explain” exude the pain of the song’s sentiment, and his solo on the 
largely bass-vocal duet through the coquettish “Mother’s Son-in-Law” 
provides levity. Dee Dee delights, gleefully talking to him as he plays: 
“You talkin’ now” and “Lordy, Lordy, Lordy.” She likewise cheers Nashon 
during his stimulating solo in the upbeat, rowdy “Miss Brown to You.” 
She shouts, “Nash it to me,” and then breaks into her fast, feisty vocals. 
 Even with an impressive catalog of top-tier recordings to her credit, 
Dee Dee’s recorded bow to Billie features her singing at its best— 
unfettered and truly herself, with only a few brief instances where she 
gives a hint of Billie’s phrasing. Here, Dee Dee is a spirited dynamo and a 
soulful balladeer. She sings with a razor-edged voice; she scats with 
abandon; she makes you cry. She even chokes up herself upon descending 
into the ghoulish drama of “Strange Fruit,” which serves as the album’s 
poignant finale. She gives a moving read with a sparse arrangement 
supporting her. 
 Saying that she “absolutely had to do it,” Dee Dee reflects on Billie’s 
insistence to sing the controversial song over protests by club owners: 
“That alone speaks volumes on the courage of this woman to sing a song 
that hits so hard at our past, the past of the U.S., a past that we don’t like to 
deal with but that is still present in a lot of ways.” 
 Most listeners hear the pathos in Billie Holiday’s music. True, it’s 
palpable. But few bother to find the joy and even the wry humor deeply 
embedded in her library. That’s what Dee Dee delivers on this loving 
outing—singing songs that extol the spirit of Billie Holiday who while 
living a tormented (and ultimately tragic) life sang with a passion that 
revealed the profundity of the human condition.  
 
—Dan Ouellette,  
DownBeat, Stereophile, Billboard and the author of the biography, Ron 
Carter: Finding the Right Notes (http://danouellette.artistshare.com)  
 



 



 
 
 


