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THE BIRTH AND FIRST FLOURISHING OF 
ROCK AND ROLL (1955-1960)
Introduction
RISE OF YOUTH CULTURE: First Wave of War Babies Reach Adolescence

Rebels/Rebellion in the Media

RADIO & RECORDS: The Rise of the Disc Jockey
                            Alan Freed
· 1955 is a date that helps draw a line between the world before R-n-R and all that follows

· R-n-R is born when R & B goes mainstream

· Rise of youth culture, emergence of indie radio and indie record labels led to eruption of R-n-R

· R-n-R allowed songs to freely move from one chart to another

· Middle class teens were funding the new R-n-R movement

· Teens thought R-n-R was their music

· Adults didn’t like R-n-R because they thought it led to juvenile delinquency AND because they related it to black culture

· 1955-1960 considered the “Golden Age” of R-n-R because it changed the music industry forever

· Before WWII, teens were expected to warp/turn into their parents right out of high school (get a job, get married, go to college, etc).  After WWII, teens had less responsibility because of the good economy.  Money was freely available.

· Teens wanted music that was different from that of their parents

· Parents tried to return to “domestic normalcy”—focus on their kids’ health, education, and overall happiness.

· Listening to R & B was a form of rebellion for most teens

· Movies and actors who represented juvenile delinquency:

· The Wild One starring Marlon Brando
· Rebel Without a Cause starring James Dean

· Blackboard Jungle featuring Bill Haley’s hit song “Rock Around the Clock”

· Blackboard Jungle caused riots in the U.S. and U.K. because of its ties to teenage rebellion

· R-n-R becomes tied to teen rebellion and rowdiness

· Radios are smaller, cheaper, portable and in almost every home in America

· R & B record sales increased to white middle class teens

· White teens were listening to music targeted to black audiences

· Started in Cleveland, OH; in 1951 he premiers “The Moondog Show”—R & B radio show hosted by a white DJ

· However, he wasn’t the first to do this:  Dewey Phillips hosted the “Red, Hot, and Blue” radio show, which started in 1949

Aggressive Marketing by Independent Labels
                       Payola
CROSSOVERS AND COVERS:  Hit Records and the Charts
· People assumed these DJs were black, but only 16 in the whole country actually were.

· Famous black DJs include: “Doctor Daddy-O”, “Dr. Hepcat”, “Dr. Feelgood”, “Dr. Jive”, and “Piano Red”

· Freed moves his radio show to NY and renames it “Rock and Roll Party”, which became an internationally famous radio show

· He also worked as a concert promoter, film producer, worked in television, and starred in films

· He coined the term Rock-n-Roll, so he named himself the Father of Rock-n-Roll (lots of backlash for this)
· Because of him, DJs gained national fame and promoted R-n-R freely
· Major labels (national) Decca, Mercury, RCA-Victor, Columbia, Capitol, and MGM: own plants and have major distribution systems; sometimes they would team with independent labels

· Indie labels (regional) had to get the music on the radio or in jukeboxes to get hits

· Indie labels would develop relationships with DJs and provide gifts (cash, cars, vacations, dates, etc.) in exchange for airtime

· Jukeboxes increased sales too

· Payola is paying disc jockeys to play music on the radio

· R & B had been ignored by major labels because they had to work harder to market it

· When R & B hits pop charts, the industry is about to change

· Music business people need to focus on trends and think in terms of markets (who and where), product (what), distribution and promotion

· If you can determine trends, you make more money

· Cashbox and Billboard are magazines devoted to trends in record and jukebox sales

· Billboard-shows trends in record sales and radio play

· Cashbox-shows jukebox trends

· Charts driven by purchasing patterns of consumers
· Pop-targeted middle class whites

· R & B-targeted black urban listeners

· C & W-targeted low income whites 

· Decisions on trends were based on stereotypes/assumptions, not the music itself

· When white teens discovered R & B, the industry changed

Crossovers and Covers

THE FIRST ROCK AND ROLLERS CROSSOVER:
Fats Domino

Chuck Berry
Little Richard
· A crossover is a song that holds a prominent position on  more than one chart simultaneously

· A cover is a song re-recorded by a different artist than the original work

· A cover can become a crossover and sometimes would pass the original recording on the charts

· Most of the time, the cover would become more popular than the original because of the color of the artist

· This “race” issue caused a lot of resentment among black artists

· Antoine “Fats” Domino-from New Orleans, LA

· Had many R & B hits and hits that crossed over to the pop charts

· Known for repeated triplet patterns on piano and relaxed lyrical melodies

· Warm, friendly image—white “mamas” were not worried about him harming their daughters (Stagger Lee Myth)

· Biggest hit was “Blueberry Hill”

· Charles Edward Anderson (Chuck) Berry from St. Louis—discovered by Muddy Waters/Chess Records

· “Maybellene” was first hit that crossed over
· Country-influenced vocals-people thought he was white

· Famous for his “duck walk”

· Parents didn’t see him as threatening (because they didn’t always understand the lyrics to his songs)

· Wrote for the average teen

· Famous for writing story songs

· “Roll Over Beethoven” and “School Day” mock the conservative middle class American society

· His songs seemed to harmlessly mock the culture, not assault it

· Clever songwriter; very good at word play/allusions/double entendres

· Incorporates simple song structure/12-bar blues/catchy lyrics/ and double stops on the guitar

· Richard Wayne Penniman

· Flamboyant, energetic, aggressive, and “wild man” persona

· Famous for “Tutti Frutti” and “Long Tall Sally”

· Music characteristics include strong-driving beats, aggressive piano pounding, and lots of sexual innuendo (this made him a prime target for cover versions)

The Whitening of Rhythm & Blues
Bill Haley (and the Comets)
Pat Boone
The Controversy over Cover Versions
THE RISE OF ELVIS PRESLEY:  IN STEPS CORPORATE AMERICA
Elvis at Sun

Sam Phillips/Sun Records
· Replace sexual references with dancing references AND changed the rhythm to “whiten” the sound
· Examples: “Sixty Minute Man”, “5-10-15 Hours”, “Work With Me Annie”, and “Annie had a Baby”

· William John Clinton Haley Jr. –cover artist 

· DJ from Philadelphia who started in a country swing band called Bill Haley and his Saddlemen

· “Shake Rattle and Roll” and “Rock Around the Clock” were his biggest hits

· Represented white R & B

· Charles Eugene “Pat” Boone

· From Nashville, TN-started with Dot Records

· Covered Little Richard’s “Ain’t That a Shame”, “Tutti Frutti”, and “Long Tall Sally”

· Polite, clean cut image and imitated the smooth singing style of Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby

· Music was a mix of C & W, R & B, and gospel with pop vocals.

· The controversy over cover versions was that the black artists were getting “ripped off” when the white cover version made it higher on the charts than the original

· Sometimes the only difference was the record label and the color of the artist’s skin

· Before the 1950s, when an artist covered a song, they tried to make it all their own.  In the mid-late 1950s, cover artists tried to make it as close to the original as possible.
· 1st major rock and roller to draw the interest of major record labels

· 1st artist to have a hit song on all 3 charts simultaneously

· Born in Tupelo, Mississippi, then moved to Memphis, TN at the age of 13

· Heavily influenced by C & W and R & B genres

· Performed in school as a kid and was a flashy dresser—he liked to shop at “black” clothing stores

· Sam Phillips starts Memphis Recording Service in 1950 to focus on recording R & B singers

· In 1952 Phillips starts his own label, Sun Records

· Elvis shows up to record demo songs, but they flop

· A jam session of Elvis and Sun musicians ended up being his first hit song, “That’s Alright Mama”

· DJ Dewey Phillips played “That’s Alright Mama” on his Red, Hot, and Blue radio show making Elvis a local celebrity

The Big RCA Deal

Covers in Elvis’ Early Career
Presley’s Move to RCA for Broader Appeal
· His first appearance on the Grand Ole Opry flopped, but he got a regular gig on The Louisiana Hayride Show
· He was originally marketed as a C & W artist

· Nicknamed “Hillbilly Cat”

· Colonel Tom Parker arranges the deal with RCA and Sun Records during which RCA Victor paid $35,000 for Elvis’ contract and gave Elvis a $5,000 signing bonus

· Phillips could no longer afford to promote Elvis to meet his new fame, so he agreed to the deal

· Because of this deal, Sam Phillips and Sun Records was able to stay afloat with record deals with Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Roy Orbison to name a few.

· RCA immediately gets Elvis a hit song with “Heartbreak Hotel”, TV show appearances—including Ed Sullivan’s Toast of the Town, and multiple movie deals

· By the mid-late 1950s, Elvis is an international star

· When RCA bought Elvis’ contract, it became acceptable for other major labels to pursue rock and roll/R & B artists. (this caused a major turn in the industry!!)

· Elvis was a cover artist/master song stylist

· He had control of what music was released (unlike most other artists at the time)

· Presley began to move toward the pop tradition like Frank Sinatra, Bing Crosby, etc.

· Covers lots of pop songs by Patti Page, Eddie Fischer, etc.

· Elvis’ Sun recordings establish new “rockabilly” sounds: no drums (or sometimes very light percussion), warm reverb, and slap-back echo
· This “rockabilly” sound was pioneered by Sam Phillips and carried on by others after Elvis

· Career was interrupted by military service with the United States Army in Germany from 1958 to 1960

· RCA tried to use movies to gain more appeal while he was at war, but only for teens

· When he returned from service, he made a guest appearance with Frank Sinatra, which shocked his fans because Sinatra was a pop singer

· This performance and his recent military service helped transform his image from rebellious/menace to society to a patriotic mature adult who had paid his debt to the American people
· This helped Elvis maintain popularity as the love for rock and roll started to wear off

· His music rpe-1960 was his most popular work

ROCKABILLY IN THE WAKE OF PRESLEY: Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, and Jerry Lee Lewis at Sun
Carl Perkins

Johnny Cash

Jerry Lee Lewis

Gene Vincent & Eddie Cocheran
Ladies of Rockabilly
Buddy Holly
· Carl Perkins enjoyed success under Sam Phillips at Sun with his song, “Blue Suede Shoes,” which made it to the top of all three charts

· “Blue Suede Shoes” was the first million-selling record for Sun

· He was injured in a serious automobile accident, so he couldn’t promote his music live, which shortened his career

· Johnny Cash was a regular on The Louisiana Hayride show in Shreveport 

· “Folsom Prison Blues” was a hit, but it never crossed over; “I Walk the Line” did crossover

· Perkins and Cash eventually sign to major label Columbia Records

· Known for his piano pounding, lyric-belting, piano bench-throwing performer.  

· Jerry Lee Lewis was made famous on The Steve Allen Show
· Throwing the piano bench during a recorded performance of “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On” helped the song top all 3 charts

· Compared to Little Richard, but came a year later in fame

· Scandal-married his 13/14 year old cousin, Myra Gale Brown, for his 3rd marriage

· This just played into the negative stereotypes of American southerners and rock and roll music, killed his career for awhile
· Not at Sun Records, but in the same Rockabilly style

· Gene Vincent-from VA; looked like Elvis; had a few hits for Capitol Records

· Eddie Cocheran-from Oklahoma City; had a few hits for Liberty Records

· Both were more popular in England than the U.S.

· Both were involved in an auto accident in the UK in 1960—Cocheran died, Vincent was seriously injured

· Brenda Lee—more famous in the 1960s; recorded “Bigelow 6-200” when she was only 12 years old

· Janis Martin—the “female Elvis”; signed with RCA soon after Elvis and used many of the same musicians, but Elvis and Martin barely knew each other

· Wanda Jackson—spent most of her career in country music until Elvis convinced her to try rockabilly.  She continued on to more country success

· Rockabilly artist who put emphasis on a pop sound

· Charles Hardin (Buddy) Holly from Lubbock, TX

· He was significantly influenced by 1st wave rock artists such as Elvis, Little Richard, and Chuck Berry

THE DAY THE MUSIC DIED: The Misfortunes of Many in Rock and Roll’s First Wave

The Payola Investigations
· He performed with a band called the Crickets

· Signed with major label Decca, but they soon dropped him from the label

· Signed with Decca subsidiary, Coral Records

· Recorded with producer Norman Petty in Clovis, NM

· 1st hit “That’ll Be the Day” was released on the Brunswick label

· He had 7 top 40 hits in less than 2 years

· Clean cut image, wrote his own music, and had many popular R & B songs

· His last two songs indicated that he might have moved to an even more pop-like sound like Elvis did

· Music characteristics:  strums chords, clean tone like country artists on acoustic guitars, country twang vocals, vocal hiccup—west Texas musical roots, uses AABA form and 12-bar blues structure

· Sometimes, he would change the sound of his voice to make each of the verses sound different

· He became a model for later singer-songwriters

· He was most influential for his songwriting

· He used very diverse forms—varied the layout of his songs, so they didn’t fit into one mold.

· Died in a plane crash in early 1959

· The 1950s ended with many setbacks to the artists of the first wave of rock and roll

· In 1957 Little Richard leave the music industry to go into the ministry

· Elvis is drafted and begins military service in 1958

· Jerry Lee Lewis marries his 13 year old cousin in 1958 causing him to be shunned from the music industry (for awhile)

· Buddy Holly dies in a plane crash in 1959 (Ritchie Valens and the Big Bopper) also died

· Chuck Berry violates the Mann Act for transporting a minor across state lines

· Carl Perkins, Gene Vincent, and Eddie Cocheran are injured/killed in automobile accidents
· This played into the idea that rock and roll was going to be a passing fad that would soon “die out”

· Payola scandal—paying/gifting to get your music performed

· Certain professionals ended up as the “gatekeepers” of the industry (they had all the control)

ASCAP/BMI

Alan Freed/Dick Clark and the Payola Scandal
· By 1958, because of rock and roll breaking into the mainstream market, major labels got mad that indie labels were gaining more fame and recognition

· Organizations formed to collect performance royalties

· ASCAP—American Society of Composers, Artists, and Performers; focused on major labels and pop music artists

· BMI—Broadcast Music Incorporated; focused on indie labels and any artists who were not accepted into the ASCAP (R & B, R-n-R, and C & W)

· The Payola scandal was the means by which the ‘old guard’ attempted to win back its market share

· Industry professionals considered C & W, R & B, and R-n-R to be crude and unrefined, and most of American society over the age of 30 agreed!

· In November 1959, the House Special Subcommittee begins official payola investigations focused on radio stations that played rock and roll

· The committee manipulated stereotypes that R & B people were dishonest because of their race.  Segregation hits a new high in the music industry

· The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) and Federal Communications Commission (FCC) decided there was nothing illegal about taking money/gifts in exchange for airtime

· HOWEVER: the gift had to be acknowledged on air AND the money/gifts had to be reported on the recipient’s taxes

· The whole problem was that the DJs/radio stations weren’t declaring the gifts on their taxes

· Alan Freed said he was doing nothing wrong by accepting the gifts and not claiming them 
· Clark cooperated with the investigations and came out with his “hard-working, young businessman” image intact

· Freed’s rebellion against the investigations made him a liability to the radio stations, so he lost his job(s)

· One example of Freed’s gifts—he was credited as a writer on Chuck Berry’s “Maybelline”, but he had absolutely nothing to do with writing the song

· Freed plead guilty to payola charges, was suspended for 6 months, slapped with a  $300 fine, and was shunned from the music industry because of his risk.

Emergence of Rock and Roll in 1955

· “Rock Around the Clock”—became a pop hit despite the fact that the song was about juvenile delinquency

· Alan Freed’s “Rock and Roll Party” radio show became popular in NY city

· Fats Domino, Little Richard, and Chuck Berry (all black, R & B artists) had crossover hits

· Elvis signs to RCA launching the main part of his career—a rock and roll artist with a major label

· Major labels then seek out other rock and roll artists
