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The Roots of 1950s Rock & Roll

} Rock & roll emerged as a new musical 
style in the 1950s.

} Early rock & roll was heavily influenced 
by African-American music, in particular 
rhythm & blues (R&B)
} Rock & roll was also influenced by blues, 

country, jazz, folk and gospel.

} CONTEXT: At the time, much of 
America was still segregated. 
} Music was no different. White Americans 

typically listened to music by white artists 
and black Americans listened to music by 
black artists.



The Roots of Rock & Roll (cont.)

} African-Americans had been playing rock & roll for years but white 
audiences knew little about them because, like society, radio 
stations also segregated music (white stations played white 
artists, black stations played black artists.)
} “Race records” were aimed at predominantly black audiences and rarely if 

ever played on white radio stations.



What helped to popularize Rock & Roll?

} By the mid-1950s, rock & roll had 
become wildly popular with white and 
black audiences. 

} WHY?
1. White teens started to secretly listen to 

black radio stations to hear rock & roll.
2. White artists began to make their own 

covers of black rock & roll songs. 
3. Radio stations (facing increased 

competition from TV) began to play new 
music (rock & roll) to attract new listeners. 



Bill Haley & 
the Comets

} Found early 
success making 
covers of earlier 
R&B songs

} Most well-known 
for the song 
“Rock Around 
the Clock.”



The Role of Record Labels – making covers

} Major record labels made a practice 
of re-recording minor hits originally 
recorded by black artists with their 
own white artists.

} They turned them into smash hits 
by making them less daring & 
pitching them to white Americans 
by changing potentially offensive
lyrics.



Cover Songs

Big Joe Turner, “Shake, Rattle & Roll” Bill Haley & the Comets, “Shake, Rattle & Roll”

Revamping, Shake, Rattle and Roll:
Big Joe Turner’s original lyrics: “Way you wear those dresses, the sun comes shinin’ through; I can’t believe 
my eyes, all that mess belongs to you.”

Bill Haley’s version: “Wearing those dresses, your hair’s done up so nice; you look so warm, but your heart 
is as cold as ice.” 



The Role of Record Labels – designing hits
} To guarantee hits, major record labels

} Created & mass produced attractive male teen idols
} Manufactured “rock and rollers” = white, good looking, teen idol types

¨ Frankie Avalon 
¨ Fabian 
¨ Bobby Rydell

} Wrote & marketed songs for a mainstream white audience
} Hired songwriters to write the perfect rock & roll songs that would speak to 

teen audiences. They wrote pop songs with teen themes (dating, first love, 
parties, etc.) with the new rock & roll sound.



Redesigned Hits

Little Richard, “Tutti Frutti” Pat Boone, “Tutti Frutti”

Revamping, Tutti Frutti:
Little Richard’s original lyrics: “I got a gal, named Sue, she knows just what to do, she rock to the East, she 
rock to the West, she is the gal that I love best.” … “Got a gal, named Daisy, she almost drives me crazy, 
she knows how to love me, yes indeed, boy you don’t know what she do to me.”

Pat Boone’s version: “I got a gal, her name’s Sue, she knows just what to do. I’ve been to the East, I’ve been 
to the West, but she’s the gal that I love best.” … “I got a gal, her name’s Daisy, she almost drives me crazy, 
she’s a real gone cookie, yes sir-ee, but pretty little Susie is the gal for me.”



The Quest for White Rock & Roll Stars
} Sam Phillips was a disc jockey who 

started the Sun Records Label in January 
1950.

} From 1950-1954 he recorded a number 
of well-known black R&B artists. But he 
was worried that his black artists 
wouldn’t be able to break through to the 
“white mainstream” market.

} He began searching for a white artist 
“who could play & sing in this same 
exciting, alive way.”



The Answer to His Quest: Elvis Presley

Arthur Crudup, “That’s Alright Momma”

Elvis Presley, “That’s Alright Momma”





Elvis conquers the music charts

} In 1956, Elvis had the 
} #1 country single (“I Forgot to Remember to Forget”)

} #1 R&B single (“Heartbreak Hotel”)

} #1 Pop single (“I Want You, I Need You, I Love You)

} In 1957, he released 6 hit singles: 
“Hound Dog,” “Don’t Be Cruel,”
“Love Me Tender,” Jailhouse Rock,” “All 
Shook Up,” and “Teddy Bear.”



Elvis conquers Hollywood

} Elvis made 31 films, including Love Me Tender (1956), 
Loving You, Jailhouse Rock (1957), King Creole (1958), 
Flaming Star (1960), Blue Hawaii (1961), Viva Las Vegas
(1964.)



“Jailhouse Rock” trailer



Elvis' Influence

} Critics:
} Became successful by singing the music that countless 

uncredited black artists sang before him. (Including recording 
covers of songs originally sung by black artists.)

} Fans:
} Helped to popularize rock & roll
} Opened the door for black artists in a way 
} Appealed to diverse musical styles & audiences

} “Elvis was the only man from Northeast Mississippi who could shake his hips 
and still be loved by rednecks, cops, and hippies.” -- Jimmy Buffett

} Brought country & R&B music into rock & roll



Buddy Holly (1936-1959)

} Born in  TX

} Worked as back-up band for Bill Haley

} Modelled himself after Elvis after meeting him at gigs

} “That’ll Be The Day” was a hit in 1957 and was followed by a rapid string of 7 
hit records with his band, The Crickets.

} Killed in plane crash in 1959 - “The Day The Music Died”



Jerry Lee Lewis (1935- )

} Started playing piano at age 9 and performed at church as a kid.
} Recorded “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On” in 1957.  Went wild kicking out the 

piano stool on the Steve Allen Show.
} Nicknamed “The Killer” for his outrageous on-and-off-stage antics



Great Balls of Fire!
} Jerry Lee was known for his:

} Frantic performing style (i.e., lighting 
his piano on fire while playing!)

} Blatantly sexual lyrics
} Scandal: In December 1957, he 

married his 13-year old second cousin, 
Myra Gale Brown, (while still married 
to his 2nd wife – he was 22 at the 
time) starting a scandal that hurt his 
career. 
} His tour was cancelled, his music was 

blacklisted from the radio, & his live 
performance fees fell from $10,000/night 
to $250, & he faced boycotts at his 
shows.



Little Richard (1932- )

} Born Richard Wayne Penniman in Georgia.
} Driven out the house at a young age by his father (who rejected his son’s 

homosexuality)
} Influenced heavily by the church/gospel music (uncles, grandfathers were 

preachers)
} Little Richard recorded the hits “Tutti Frutti,” “Long Tail Sally” and “Good Golly 

Miss Molly.”



Chuck Berry (1926-2017)
The “father of rock ‘n’ roll”

} In 1955, he was discovered at a small blues club in Chicago and met Leonard and 
Cliff Chess of Chess Records.

} Hits included “Maybelline,” “Roll Over, Beethoven,” “School Days,” “Johnny B. 
Goode,” and “Sweet Little Sixteen.”

} Influenced numerous guitarists including Jimi Hendrix and Keith Richards.

Berry doing the “duck walk.”







Berry’s legal troubles

} Had legal troubles in 1960 and never regained his popularity.
} Arrested under the Mann Act after questionable allegations that he’d had sex with a 

14-year old waitress who he had then transported across state lines to work as a hat 
check girl at his club. Berry appealed his initial 5-year sentence, which was then 
reduced to 3 years.

} When he was released, he continued to perform and tour but never with 
the same success as in the ‘50s.



Role of Teens/Youth Culture
} By the mid-1950s there were 16.5 million 

teenagers in the U.S.!
} 1950s teens had more money than ever 

before. How do we know this?
} Teens on average made more than entire families 

had a decade earlier & were more willing to 
spend $ than adults.

} Many teens had their own credit cards and bank 
accounts.

} Teens were using their money to shop
} By the mid-’50s, teens were buying 43% of all 

records, 39% of all radios, 53% of movie 
tickets

} Teens were eager to develop their own 
culture, separate from their parents.



Why did teens embrace Rock & Roll?



Rock & Roll Music and Dance 



Dance Crazes
} Rock & roll music was easy to dance to 

because it had a steady, straight forward 
beat. 

} Teen dances in the '50s fell into two 
categories: slow & fast.
} Slow dances: couples held each other close and 

moved slowly around the dance floor in a type of 
box step.

} Fast dances: mostly swing dancing (like the 
Jitterbug.) Couples held hands and danced a 
variety of fast steps that could include 
considerable gymnastics.

} Record labels often came up with dances 
to accompany new songs as a way to help 
promote the song. 



The Bunny Hop



The Mashed Potato



The Madison



The Hand Jive



The Twist

Ø The popularity of the Twist led to other popular Twist-themed songs, including 
“Let’s Twist Again” and “Twist & Shout.” 

Ø Movie star Ginger Rogers called the Twist “ungraceful, vulgar, and exhibitionism 
personified.” 
Ø She said, “I think it’s terrible. I think it’s a scandal. It is the most obscene dance I’ve ever seen, worse than the 

shimmy ever was. If people realized how bad they looked while doing the twist, they would not do it.”

Why do you think this dance became so popular?

Ø“The Twist” was a hit song that led to one of the biggest 
dance crazes of the 1960s. 



American Bandstand (TV show)

} Began broadcasting nationwide in 1957 (aired until 1989!)

} Featured local white teens dancing to the new rock ‘n’ roll music.

} Projected clean-cut, safe, mostly white image of rock and roll to 
appeal to sponsors and adults.

} The show helped launch the careers of teen idols and musicians & 
helped to create & promote dance crazes





Ø Debuted in 1955. It was one of the first 
televised dance shows for black 
teens. It was hosted by Mitch Thomas, a 
local black radio DJ, and featured a studio 
audience of all black teens. 

Ø Many of the dance moves debuted by 
black teens on the show were later copied 
and introduced to a broader national, 
white audience on American Bandstand.

Ø During its three-year run, Mitch 
Thomas brought black rock & roll stars 
like Little Richard, Frankie Lymon & the 
Teenagers, and Ray Charles to television. 

The Mitch Thomas Show (TV show)



Rock & Roll’s Critics



Rock & Roll’s Critics (cont.)
} Critics felt that rock & roll was…

} Not wholesome
} Obscene
} Morally corrupting the nation’s youth 
} Dangerously encouraging racial integration

“The rock & roll fad is conducive to the lower nature of  man 
and therefore can have an influence on the average teenager 
to perform certain actions classified as wrong or sinful.”

It’s a “primitive quasi-music that can be traced back to 
prehistoric cultures.”

“Any adult who has watched the animated bodies of  bobby-
soxers at a rock ‘n’ roll record “hop” cannot help wondering if  
their minds are being twisted like their torsos.”



ØWhat does the writer find most offensive about Elvis Presley?

ØWhy would fathers be concerned about their daughters if they 

“screamed, and quivered, and shut their eyes” when they heard 

Rock and Roll?



Adults’ Fear: Wild Youth!

} Look magazine reported in 1958 that 
“many parents are in a state of 
confusion or despair about their 
teenagers. And they don’t exactly 
know what to do about it.”



Rock & Roll’s influence on youth

} How are the 
performers 
dressed? What 
kind of image 
are they trying 
to present?

} What is the 
message of the 
song? 

Ø Alan Freed had a prime-time show in 1957 called The Big Beat. It was canceled after 4 episodes because the show broadcast 
footage of singer Frankie Lymon dancing with a white girl from the studio audience.This incident offended network affiliates 
in Southern states.

Ø As late as 1955, laws existed in more than half of the states that outlawed marriage between blacks & 
whites. Rock & Roll directly challenge the system of segregation as it encouraged white middle-class 
teenagers to dance, mix with & listen to the music of other races.



Rock & roll and juvenile delinquency

} What does the term “juvenile delinquent” mean?
} Meriam-Webster’s definition is “a violation of the law committed 

by a juvenile or conduct by a juvenile characterized by antisocial 
behavior that is beyond parental control.”



} Juvenile delinquency by the 
numbers:
} From 1950–1955 crimes committed 

by teenagers jumped by 45% (Saturday Evening 
Post, 1955)

} In a public opinion poll in 1960, 
juvenile delinquency ranked behind 
only national defense and world peace 
as the American public’s top three 
greatest concerns.

} Juvenile arrests more than tripled in 
New York City between 1950-1959, 
while juvenile court cases more than 
doubled nationally between 1948–
1957 (Robert M. McIver, The Prevention and Control of Delinquency, 
1966)



The Teenage Menace in Film
NOTE: How do they describe 
teens in the clip below? What 
words do they use?



Rebel Without A Cause













Lasting Influence of ‘50s Rock & Roll 
} At a time of widespread racial segregation, 

rock & roll broke the color line in music.

} Teens played a major role in adopting & 
popularizing a new musical style in the ‘50s.
} This involvement continued and expanded in 

the ‘60s and beyond.

} While ‘50s style rock & roll ran into some 
problems towards the end of the decade, 
rock & roll continued and blossomed into 
many different styles of rock in the ‘60s 
and beyond.



Decline of ‘50s Rock & Roll

} Many major artists left 
the music business:
} Little Richard gave up singing 

and became a preacher.
} Chuck Berry was arrested
} Elvis Presley was drafted into 

the army.
} Buddy Holly, Big Bopper, and 

Richie Valens all died in a plane 
crash.

After a gig at the Surf Ballroom, Clear Lake, 
IA, Holly chartered a plane to Fargo, ND.  
The plane crashed shortly after takeoff 
killing the pilot, Holly, Richardson, and 

Valens. Deaths were immortalized in Don 
McClean’s 1971 anthem, “American Pie.”


