
Who Am I?
Celebrating a mystery person
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Here are some clues: 

I was born on March 26, 1944,  
in Detroit, Michigan. 
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I have been married twice,  
and I have five children  
and six grandchildren.
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Growing up, I sang in my  
Baptist church choir, which  

was my first experience  
with performing.
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I have two stars on the  
Hollywood Walk of Fame—

one for the iconic singing group 
I was part of and one for my 

outstanding solo career.
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My childhood neighbor  
was Smokey Robinson.
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I went to Cass Technical  
High School, where I studied  

to be a fashion designer.



page 7

Due to a mistake, the wrong name 
was entered on my birth certificate. 

My fans know me by the name on my 
birth certificate; my close friends and 

family know me by another name.
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The first singing group I was  
part of was called the Primettes. 

We would eventually come to  
be known around the world  

by a different name.



page 9

I donated the money for a 
beautiful playground in  
New York City in 1986.
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I was a star of the golden  
age of Motown Records.
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I dated Gene Simmons of  
KISS from 1980–1983.
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I have been entertaining  
for over 50 years.
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On January 15, 1961, legendary 
record producer Berry Gordy 
signed my singing group to 

Motown Records.
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I launched my solo career  
in 1970, releasing an  

eponymous solo album.
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I made my film debut in  
1972 starring as Billie Holiday in 

Lady Sings the Blues; I won a  
Golden Globe and was nominated 

for an Academy Award for  
the performance. 



page 16

In April of 1974, I became the 
first Black woman to co-host  

the Academy Awards.
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I sang “The Star-Spangled Banner” 
at Super Bowl XVI in 1982 and 

performed the halftime show for 
Super Bowl XXX in 1996.
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I was named Female  
Entertainer of the Century  

by Billboard in 1976.
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I have influenced  
countless artists, including 

Questlove, Beyoncé, Michael 
Jackson, and more.
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The Broadway show Motown: The 
Musical, which debuted in 2013, 

tells the story of Berry Gordy 
launching Motown Records  
and of his romance with me.
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I starred in an adaptation of The 
Wizard of Oz alongside Michael 

Jackson, Richard Pryor, Lena 
Horne, and Nipsey Russell.
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One of my daughters is  
an actress and producer who  

stars on the television  
show Black·ish.
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President Obama awarded  
me the Presidential Medal  

of Freedom in 2016.



page 24

I was given credit for discovering 
the Jackson 5, and I was dear 

friends with and a mother  
figure to Michael Jackson.
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The role of Deena Jones  
in the Broadway musical 

Dreamgirls is based on me.
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Can you guess who I am?

I am the “Supreme”-ly  
talented Diana Ross!
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Introduction
The pride of Detroit, the incomparable Diana 
Ross made her mark on the music scene with 
the Supremes in the early ’60s before going 
on to have an outstanding solo career as a 
singer and actress. Throughout the ups and 
downs of her life, Ross’ iconic songs, beauty, 

stunning voice, and elegance throughout her over 50 years of 
performing have made her one of the brightest shining lights 
in American music history.



page 28

Early Life and Career
Diana Ross was born Diane Ernestine 
Earle Ross in Detroit, Michigan, 
on March 26, 1944. Her parents, 
Ernestine and Fred, raised Ross and 
her five siblings in a loving home in 

the city until Ernestine became ill with tuberculosis when 
Ross was just seven years old. Fred Ross moved the children 
to Alabama to live with relatives for a time while his wife 
recovered, after which the family returned to Detroit.
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Diana took to performing from an early age and gained 
experience singing with the choir at her Baptist church. 
As a teenager, she attended Cass Technical High School, 
where she studied design, modeling, and cosmetology 
in hopes of being a fashion designer one day.
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But life would take a different direction 
for Diana Ross when, at age 15, she 
joined a singing group with her friends 
Mary Wilson, Florence Ballard, and 
Betty McGlown. Known initially as the 
Primettes, the women were a sister group 

to the Primes, a male singing group that would go on to 
become the Temptations (pictured).
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With the Primettes, Diana Ross and 
friends quickly attracted the attention 
of some of music’s top executives, 
including legendary Motown Records 
founder Berry Gordy (pictured). 
Gordy would tell years later of the 
time that he first heard Diana Ross 
sing, saying that her beautiful voice 
stopped him right in his tracks.
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However, the girls’ young ages 
prevented Berry from signing them 
to the label until they finished high 
school. Undeterred, the Primettes 
stayed in contact with Berry and the 
hitmakers of Motown, providing 

backing vocals for other artists while continuing 
to hone their craft. It wouldn’t be long before their 
persistence would pay off in a very big way.
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Discussion Starters
• It must have been very difficult for seven-year-old  

Diana Ross to leave her ill mother and move to 
Alabama with her father and siblings for a time.  
Did you have any unexpected changes or difficulties  
in your childhood? What did you learn from them?  
Did it make your family stronger?
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• Diana Ross initially wanted to be a fashion designer, 
but life went in a very different direction for her. What 
occupation or dream did you want to chase in high 
school? Did it change, or did you end up pursuing it 
into adulthood?

• The Primettes had all the talent they needed; they just 
weren’t old enough yet to meet their dream of being 
signed to Motown Records. Have you ever had to wait 
on a dream? What happened?
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The Supremes

In 1960, Diana Ross and the Primettes 
were gaining experience in the music 
business and were on the cusp of 
breaking out. In addition to vocals, 
Ross did the group’s hair and makeup 

for performances, and she also designed their costumes. 
Betty McGlown left the group and was replaced by Barbara 
Martin, and the group was allowed to start recording their 
own songs in the studio, not just backing other vocalists.
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Finally, in 1961, Berry Gordy agreed to sign the Primettes 
to the label under one condition: they had to change their 
name. The Primettes became the Supremes and were 
signed to Motown Records on January 15, 1961. Little did 
anyone know what a sensation the group would become in 
a very short amount of time.
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Barbara Martin left the group in 1962, and the Supremes 
became a trio. Just one year later, in 1963, they scored 
their first hit with “When the Lovelight Starts Shining 
Through His Eyes,” which peaked at No. 23 on the 
Billboard Hot 100 chart.
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They had their first No. 1 hit with 
“Where Did Our Love Go?,” and 
the hits were only just beginning. 
Audiences around the country 
fell in love with the Supremes’ 

glamourous presence and golden voices, and by 1965, 
the group was an international sensation.
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Throughout the ’60s, the Supremes 
released a mind-boggling list of hit 
songs, penned by the phenomenal 
songwriting team of Eddie Holland, 
Lamont Dozier, and Brian Holland, 

including “Baby Love,” “Come See About Me,” “Stop! In 
the Name of Love,” “You Keep Me Hangin’ On,” “I Hear 
a Symphony,” and “You Can’t Hurry Love.”
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In 1966 they released The Supremes A’ Go-Go,  
earning the distinction of being the first album by 
an all-female group to land in the No. 1 spot on the 
Billboard 200. They toured the country to packed 
houses and appeared regularly on television, including 
17 appearances on The Ed Sullivan Show. Without a 
doubt, the Supremes were the most successful Motown 
act of the 1960s.
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Meanwhile, Gordy’s attention to Ross 
caused rifts in the trio, leaving Wilson 
and Ballard in the uncomfortable 
shadows of Diana’s spotlight. Ballard 
especially struggled with the changes, 
leading her to develop depression and 

a drinking problem, and because of this, she was often 
late for gigs or too intoxicated to perform.
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She was fired from the group and replaced by Cindy 
Birdsong (pictured) in 1968, but the Supremes’ star 
began to fade. The writing was on the wall. On January 

14, 1970, Diana Ross & the Supremes 
gave their final performance together in 
Las Vegas. While the Supremes carried 
on without Ross, a chapter of Motown 
history had ended, and a new chapter in 
Diana Ross’ life was about to unfold.
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Discussion Starters
• The Supremes had an incredible list of hits in the 1960s. 

Which ones have you heard? Which are your favorites? Do 
the songs bring back any memories for you?

• Did you ever see the Supremes on The Ed Sullivan Show or any 
other TV show? What do you remember about watching them?

• What do you think would be the biggest challenge of being 
part of a superstar singing group? Can you relate to any of the 
frustrations the Supremes dealt with?
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Solo Career and Personal Life

Ready at last to embark on her solo career, 
Diana Ross released an eponymous album 
in May of 1970. The album featured two of 
her most beloved hits of all time: “Reach 
Out and Touch (Somebody’s Hand)” and 
“Ain’t No Mountain High Enough.”
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It came as no surprise that her solo work was as 
successful as her collaborative work had been with the 
Supremes, and her star only continued to rise. “Ain’t No 
Mountain High Enough” became Ross’ first No. 1 solo 
single, and she released two more solo albums shortly 
after the first.
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New opportunities arose for Ross as 
well. In 1972, she made her film debut 
playing the role of Billie Holiday in 
Lady Sings the Blues. Her performance 
earned her accolades from fans and 
critics alike, winning Ross a Golden 
Globe award and an Academy Award 
nomination for her work.
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Additionally, the soundtrack was a commercial success, 
reaching No. 1 on the Billboard 200. It would not be 
Ross’ last film. She starred in Mahogany (1975) with 
Billy Dee Williams, and even designed some of the 
film’s costumes. She also starred in 1978’s The Wiz, 
alongside fellow superstars Nipsey Russell, Michael 
Jackson, and Lena Horne.
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In 1981, Ross collaborated with fellow star Lionel 
Richie on the title song to the film Endless Love, which 

was nominated for an Academy Award 
for Best Original Song. It would be 
her final hit for Motown Records, as 
she then signed a $20 million, seven-
year contract with RCA Records in 
1981. It was the end of an era for one of 
Motown’s most iconic superstars.
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Ross continued to tour and record 
throughout the 1980s and ’90s. Ever an 
American icon, she routinely performed 
at special events, including singing the 
national anthem at Super Bowl XVI in 
1982, lending her vocal talents to the 

song “We Are the World” as a fundraiser for U.S.A. 
for Africa in 1985, and hosting the American Music 
Awards in 1986 and 1987.
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While her professional life boomed, Ross also cultivated 
her personal life. She gave birth to three daughters in 
the ’70s, whom she raised with husband Robert Ellis 
Silberstein until they divorced in 1977. 



page 51

In 1985 she met her second husband, a shipping 
magnate from Norway named Arnæ Ness Jr. She became 
stepmother to his three children, and the couple had 
two sons of their own. Ross and Ness divorced in 2000, 
and sadly, Ness died from injuries in a tragic mountain 
climbing accident in 2004.
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Discussion Starters
• Do you prefer Diana Ross’ solo work or her work with 

the Supremes? Why?
• Have you seen Diana Ross in any of her films? What 

did you think of them?
• Ross has known great love and great loss in her life. 

How do you think that has affected her art? How have 
your great loves and losses affected your life?
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Legacy
It is hard to overstate the influence 
Diana Ross has had on American 
music. Hit after hit, year after year, 
her voice and style have paved the way 
for countless other performers who 

grew up idolizing her, from Michael Jackson to Beyoncé. 
Her life story is interwoven with that of the story of Motown 
itself, and has been told on screen and on stage in countless 
productions, including Motown: The Musical and Dreamgirls.
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Her impressive list of achievements reflects 
her star power as well. She is one of only 
a few people to have two stars on the 
Hollywood Walk of Fame—one for her 
work with the Supremes, and one for her 
solo achievements. 
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In addition, Ross was inducted into the Rock ‘n’ Roll Hall 
of Fame in 1988; received a Lifetime Achievement Award 
from the Recording Academy in 2012; and received 

the nation’s top civilian honor, the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom, from 
President Barack Obama in 2016. 
A true legend of Motown, Diana 
Ross continues to perform and tour 

around the world, influencing all new generations of 
music lovers with her beautiful voice and effortless grace.



page 56

Diana Ross Quotes
• “You can’t just sit there and wait for people to give you 

that golden dream; you’ve got to get out there and make it 
happen yourself.”

• “A reporter once asked me if I ever cried. I wonder if 
people think I’m just as hard as a rock and have no 
emotions at all.”

• “If I have someone who believes in me, I can move mountains.”
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• “I can be a better me than anyone can.”
• “You know, you do need mentors; but in the end, you 

really just need to believe in yourself.”
• “I really, deeply believe that dreams do come true. Often, 

they might not come when you want them. They come  
in their own time.”
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