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INTRODUCTION

You do not have to love a work of art or a style in
order to criticize it, but you need to understand its
attraction for someone who does. . . . Criticism has
no significance and no importance if it is not ac-
companied by understanding—and that implies the
comprehension of at least the possibility of love.
CHARLES ROSEN

The first record I ever owned was side two of Meet
the Beatles. It was a birthday present from a Danish
au pair, who had given side one to my younger sis-
ter. My sister’s birthday is three days before mine,
and in between the au pair neatly rewrapped the
album, then gave me side two. It was 1965, and I
was turning six.

I suppose I should have been aware of the Beatles
before that, as my family had spent the previous
year in England, but all I remember of that year was
finding a bomb shelter and a hibernating hedgehog,
and my enduring perplexity about a word I heard as

“lava tree.” And once, on a drive to London, noticing
a person with long hair and a beard and being con-
fused about whether it was a man or a woman.

In any case, I loved Meet the Beatles, and my sister
and I would dance around the living room, singing
along—I tended to skip over “This Boy” and “Till
There Was You,” which were sappy, but all the other
songs were great. Within the next year or so, an-
other au pair took us to see Help! and it instantly be-
came my favorite movie. I saw Help! every year for
the rest of my childhood. I also got the soundtrack
album, along with Beatles '65, Beatles VI, and the
first two Monkees albums.

Sometime in 1967, or maybe it was 1968, my
much older half-brother gave my parents Sgt. Pep-
per. He didn’t just hand them the album; he sat
the whole family down and we listened to it from
beginning to end. I could tell it was a masterpiece
—my father, who was an amateur cellist, loved it—
but it was not really my music. It was adult music,
like Louis Armstrong or Pablo Casals. I played it oc-
casionally, but nowhere near as often as the band’s
early records. It simply wasn’t as much fun. Same
with Abbey Road and Magical Mystery Tour, both of
which I vaguely remember hearing when my par-
ents bought them for us, but neither of which I can
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ever recall playing again. When Yellow Submarine
came out, my mother took a group of my friends
to it for my birthday party. I enjoyed the movie but
had no interest in the soundtrack album.

The years passed, and between my sister and me,
we gradually filled most of the holes in our Beatles
collection. My tastes never changed, though. I can’t
remember playing Revolver, and although I defin-
itely played Rubber Soul, it was mostly for the mo-
ments when it sounded like the earlier discs.

I heard all the songs, of course, on all the records,
and was aware of how the Beatles’ hairstyles were
changing from year to year and listened for the
clues that proved that Paul was dead and grew my
own hair down over my ears. There was no way
to avoid the Beatles’ influence. Even if you hated
them, you couldn’t have missed being bombarded
with the music, the pictures, and the news about
their drugs and marriages and, eventually, their
breakup. Twenty years later, a recently divorced
friend defined his test for maturity as, “I'm not dat-
ing anyone who can’t name all four Beatles.” I was
shocked to realize that there were young people
who couldn’t do that. I could understand not lik-
ing the Beatles—my own enthusiasm had dimmed
a good deal as I discovered folk and blues—but not

being able to name them?

Fast forward to 2004 or thereabouts. I had writ-
ten a book about Robert Johnson and the history of
blues, trying to place the early blues singers in the
broader context of black popular music rather than
treating them as folk artists. Over and over again,
in interviews and conversations, I found myself say-
ing that knowing about Johnson and Muddy Waters
but not about Leroy Carr or Dinah Washington was
like knowing about, say, the Sir Douglas Quintet but
not knowing about the Beatles. My point was that
in order to understand the music of any period, you
have to be aware of the major artists of the time. If
you are not aware of the Beatles, you cannot hope
to understand any music of the 1960s, because they
were ubiquitous and affected all the other music.
Even if some musicians remained free of their influ-
ence, those musicians were still heard by an audi-
ence that was acutely conscious of the Beatles. They
were the dominant, inescapable sound of the era.

It took a while, but eventually that thought began
to nag me, because I was guilty of exactly the
sort of mistake I was criticizing: I had been writ-
ing about the music of the 1920s for years but had
never listened to a Paul Whiteman record. Admit-
tedly, I had quite a bit of company. Virtually all the
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books I had read about the music of the ’20s ignored
Whiteman or mentioned him only in the negative
—jazz historians remain angry that he was dubbed
the “King of Jazz” and tend to mention him only in
passing, as a barrier that the true jazz artists had to
surmount. Nobody writing about blues or country
music seems to feel any need to listen to him, nor do
most jazz historians feel obliged to analyze his in-
fluence on the music they care about.

But, like the Beatles, Whiteman’s orchestra was
not only the most popular band of the 1920s, but
was also enormously influential in every field of
music. When that period is referred to as the “Jazz
Age,” conjuring up pictures of flappers, bearskin
coats, and F. Scott Fitzgerald, the band that made
that jazz was Whiteman’s. In purely musical terms,
his innovations were huge: He defined the arran-
ging style that would be used by virtually every
later bandleader. His band was the first to add a
vocal group, the Rhythm Boys (which included Bing
Crosby, the most popular singer in America for the
next twenty years), and to hire a female vocalist,
Mildred Bailey. If he didn't swing, he appreciated
musicians who could and hired many of the most
important white jazz artists of that era. And he
was the first person to force a broad public to treat

jazz as serious, important music rather than just a
noisy fad. As the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper was for rock,
Whiteman’s Rhapsody in Blue was the breakthrough
work in the struggle to have jazz recognized as art
music, bringing it out of the saloons and dance halls
and forcing “serious” music fans to take notice of it
as the sound of their time. Duke Ellington always
stressed his respect for Whiteman’s innovations,
and it would be hard to argue that the Beatles’
music crossed racial lines as much as Whiteman’s
did.

There are other bases for comparison. In both the
1920s and the 1960s—the Jazz Age and the rock
age—music served as a marker for deeper changes.
“The older generation . . . pretty well ruined this
world before passing it on to us,” a young writer ex-
plained. “They gave us this thing, knocked to pieces,
leaky, red-hot, threatening to blow up; and then
they are surprised that we don’t accept it with the
same attitude of pretty, decorous enthusiasm with
which they received it.”1 That was in 1920, but it
could as easily have been written in the 1960s. And
the fact that the eras’ music symbolized the dreams
and hopes of new generations gave the words “jazz”
and “rock” a special weight. For many people, they
were—and are—far more than musical styles. They
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were new languages, capable of expressing atti-
tudes and emotions that other types of music could
barely suggest. Because of that, they have inspired
particular devotion and tend to be seen as not only
separate from but also inimical to the pop music
that preceded them and surrounded them in their
youth.

I was a kid in the 1960s, and to me and my peers
even the music of the 1950s seemed unimagin-
ably old. I was taken by a grown-up friend to see
a Chuck Berry concert around 1970, and I thought
he was great, but it would have been incomprehen-
sible for anyone my age to have played a record by
Berry or Elvis Presley at a party. Those were already
called “oldies”—a word that is still associated with
the same records forty years later. The Beatles had
changed everything—not by themselves, of course,
but they were the standard-bearers—and although
we could appreciate the rock 'n’ roll pioneers as the
roots of our music, we were living in a different era.

If early rock was already the sound of the past,
then what interest could we possibly have in the
popular styles that preceded it? The idea that we
might have tossed a Glenn Miller record on the turn-
table was ridiculous: That music was already thirty
years old! So it feels very odd to me when I ask

my twelve-year-old nephew what he and his friends
dance to at parties and the first band he names is
the Beatles. He also listens to the Black-Eyed Peas
and other present-day groups, of course. But kids, at
parties, are putting on forty-year-old records! Much
as I love a lot of older music, I find that incompre-
hensibly strange. After all, if kids in the 1960s had
been dancing to the music of the most popular band
of forty years earlier, they would have been dancing
to...Paul Whiteman.

SoIgotinterested, first in hearing Whiteman and
his peers, and then in trying to make sense of how
American popular music evolved over the course of
the twentieth century. It was a way of forcing my-
self tolisten to alot of artists whom I knew by name
but had never really heard, and of coming to terms
with all the mainstream pop music that people like
me have tended to disparage as “commercial.” In-
stead of groaning over the fact that Whiteman was
a bigger star than Louis Armstrong, that Dinah
Shore outsold Dinah Washington, and that Guy
Lombardo and his Royal Canadians were the most
popular dance band of the century, I wanted to try
to understand their music and the ways in which it
affected the music I knew better.

One thing I concluded very early in this explor-
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ation was that the words “jazz” and “rock” were
getting in my way. Both genres have inspired such
devotion and spawned such vast critical and his-
torical literatures that it is difficult to put them in
perspective. In the creation of their canons, certain
artists and styles have been examined in exhaustive
detail while others have been ignored, often with
little regard for which were more popular or more
respected in their time. I understand the value of
those canons—Ilike all canons, they define an aes-
thetic and are both useful and illuminating—but
because they account for such an immense propor-
tion of the writing on American popular music, it
has become hard to see beyond, around, under, and
through them and to make sense of the broader pic-
ture into which they fit.

So I started trying to think of other ways to
look at the evolution of popular music. One is
to explore the effects of evolving technologies, as
bandstands and parlor pianos gave way to Victrolas,
transistor radios, and iPods and what was once a
social lubricant became a way of creating a personal
soundtrack. Another is to see the sweep of Ameri-
can music through the twentieth century as a story
of African rhythm triumphing over European mel-
ody—an oversimplification, not least because Africa

has produced plenty of melodies and Europe plenty
of rhythms, but a cohesive way of tying together
many of the century’s key genres, from ragtime to
jazz, swing, rock 'n’ roll, funk, disco, and hip-hop.
The idea of a steady progression from ragtime to
rap is tempting to a historian because it shows a
clear line of development over an extended period
of time. And if one accepts that continuum, then
the Whiteman orchestra and the Beatles played
very similar roles: not as innovators but as rear-
guard holding actions, attempting to maintain
older, European standards as the streamlining force
of rhythm rolled over them. Within the small world
of music nuts, there have always been some who
regard the Beatles in just this way. In their view,
rock is rooted in African-American music, and its
evolution was from blues and R&B through Little
Richard, Ruth Brown, and Ray Charles toward James
Brown and Aretha Franklin, and on to Parliament/
Funkadelic and Grandmaster Flash. By the time the
Beatles hit, still playing the rhythms of Chuck Berry
and Carl Perkins, that style was already archaic
and their contributions were to resegregate the pop
charts by distracting white kids from the innov-
ations of the soul masters, to diffuse rock’s energy
with effetely sentimental ballads like “Yesterday”—
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paving the way for Simon and Garfunkel, Crosby,
Stills and Nash, Elton John, and Billy Joel—and then
to drape it in a robe of arty mystification, opening
the way for the Velvet Underground, Pink Floyd,
Yes, and Emerson, Lake and Palmer. In other words,
rather than being a high point of rock, the Beatles
destroyed rock 'n’ roll, turning it from a vibrant
black (or integrated) dance music into a vehicle for
white pap and pretension.

That is how a lot of jazz fans over the years
have categorized the Whiteman band: as a tempor-
ary impediment to the music’s evolution, substi-
tuting lilting strings and pretentious arrangements
for swinging rhythms and group improvisation. It
is incontrovertibly true that the Whiteman out-
fit lacked the rhythmic power and complexity of
the King Oliver, Fletcher Henderson, or Count Basie
bands, just as the Beatles lacked the rhythmic
power and complexity of Motown, Stax, and James
Brown. On the other hand, both the Whiteman
orchestra and the Beatles pioneered a melodic and
harmonic richness that was considered revolution-
ary for their genres, most dramatically in works ar-
ranged by Ferde Grofé, Whiteman’s main arranger,
and by the Beatles’ producer, George Martin, who
considered Grofé one of his musical heroes.

I don’'t want to overstate that analogy—the
Beatles, unlike Whiteman, composed their own
songs, were a loose, rowdy rock 'n’ roll band before
they got arty and, though they shared his commer-
cial aspirations, would have mocked Whiteman’s
aspirations to respectability. But the differences in
how they tend to be viewed by historians say more
about the way jazz and rock history have been writ-
ten than about the realities of their music and car-
eers. Both were the dominant bands of their times,
for better or worse—and, if we want to understand
those times, for better and worse. That is, if one ac-
cepts that the Beatles and their peers transformed
teenage dance music into a mature art form, then it
isn’t fair to deny Whiteman credit for doing much
the same thing to jazz. And, conversely, if White-
man is to be damned for attempting to turn jazz
into white art music, why are the Beatles to be ap-
plauded for doing the same thing to rock?

Before I began writing about music, I was a work-
ing musician. Due to the limitations of my talent
and the tastes of my audiences, I had few illusions
about being an artist, but I was doing something I
enjoyed and making a decent living at it. I was a
reasonably skilled craftsman and took pride in the
fact that I could play a wide enough range of styles
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to suit a lot of different kinds of people. And that
is a key difference between the general run of mu-
sicians and most of the people who write music
criticism and history. The writers are trying to de-
fine aesthetic positions, whereas the players, by and
large, see aesthetic categories as limitations, cutting
them off from jobs they are capable of filling. This
attitude has inescapably shaped my understanding
of music history: Any stylistic break, exciting as it
may be, also seems to me to be a barrier. So as I
survey the course of American music, I am always
looking for connections, ways of linking styles and
artists that usually are placed in separate boxes.

This does not mean that I favor continuity over
change, but rather that I am fascinated by the con-
tinuities that show up even in the midst of the most
dramatic changes. For example, there is no more
perfect evocation of the thrill that came with early
rock’'n’ roll than the moment in Elvis Presley’s 1954
recording of “Milkcow Blues” when, after singing a
couple of slow, classic country blues lines, he stops
the band, saying “Hold it, fellas. That don’t move me.
Let’s get real, real gone,” then breaks into a wild,
whooping boogie. So I was charmed, listening to
a record by Bennie Moten and his Kansas City Or-
chestra from 1928, to hear the trumpet player, Ed

Lewis, interrupt Moten’s perky piano introduction,
saying “Hey, Bennie. Stop that ragtime. Let’s get
real lowdown,” and go into a jazzy scat vocal.2 The
differences between Presley’s music and Moten’s are
obvious, but so is their similar effort to signal a
break with old rhythms—as well as, in both cases, to
first signal their mastery of the older style.

So one of the main things Itry to doin this book is
to avoid the assumptions of genre histories, the div-
isions of eighty years of evolving popular styles into
discrete categories like ragtime, jazz, swing, R&B,
and rock. Not because those categories are necessar-
ily inaccurate or objectionable, but because when I
step outside them I hear the music differently and
understand things about it that I previously missed.

This process inevitably has made me conscious
of the ways in which my own experiences have
affected my musical tastes. To stay with Presley
for a minute, the fact that I was born in 1959
made it difficult for me to hear him as a musical
revolutionary. I first recall seeing him in the 1973
television special Aloha from Hawaii, and his rhine-
stone jumpsuit, Vegas mannerisms, and orchestral
bombast epitomized everything that was archaic,
overblown, and ridiculous about mainstream show
biz. I have since come to understand his import-
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ance and to appreciate the youthful excitement of
his early Sun sides and his moody charisma in King
Creole, but that was as much by reading about him
as by listening to him or watching him—which is to
say I like a lot of his work, but he has never been an
important part of my life.

By contrast, Peter Guralnick, whose writings
forced me to reconsider Presley’s work, first saw
him leaping off the television screen in 1956, when
Guralnick was twelve. So, while he is always meas-
ured and incisive about Presley’s abilities and does
not shy away from the contradictions of both the
life and the music, Guralnick is intensely aware of
Elvis’s initial impact: “The world was not prepared
for Elvis Presley,” he wrote in a groundbreaking
essay for The Rolling Stone Illustrated History of Rock
'n’ Roll. “Other rock 'n’ rollers had a clearer focus
to their music. An egocentric genius like Jerry Lee
Lewis may even have had a greater talent. Certainly
Chuck Berry or Carl Perkins had a keener wit. But
Elvis had the moment. He hit like a Pan American
flash, and the reverberations still linger from the
shock of his arrival.”2

That is the image of Elvis that dominates virtu-
ally all rock histories: the young revolutionary of
“That’s All Right” and “Hound Dog,” signaling the

arrival of a new era with his untamed vocals, swiv-
eling hips, and rebellious sneer. And I have no argu-
ment with it, either aesthetically or historically. My
favorite Elvis records are the rootsy, rocking sides,
and when I read newspapers and magazines from
the mid-1950s, he is universally hailed or damned
for leading a blues-powered assault on the sedate
and respectable bastions of Tin Pan Alley.

But if the stripped-down energy of the Sun
recordings makes it easy to place Elvis in the com-
pany of rockers like Lewis, Berry, and Perkins, his
success—the way he grasped his moment—very
quickly put him in the company of Pat Boone and
Perry Como, who rank just behind him as the top
hitmakers of the 1950s. Guralnick tells me that
Presley always expressed appreciation for Boone’s
ballad singing, and has written that it was Sun’s
owner, Sam Phillips, who pushed the young singer
toward what we now call rockabilly. As Elvis told
an interviewer in 1955, “I had never sung anything
but slow music and ballads in my life at that time.”%
And when he left Sun for RCA, he quickly began
to alternate the rock numbers with dreamy concoc-
tions like “Love Me Tender” and “That’s When Your
Heartaches Begin”—an old Ink Spots hit he had re-
corded as a present for his mother during his first
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visit to Sun. The major label’s choruses and studio
musicians helped him sound like the movie stars he
had idolized back in Memphis, and he would pick
“It’s Now or Never,” based on Mario Lanza’s ver-
sion of “O Sole Mio,” as his own favorite among his
recordings.2

So with the advantage of hindsight one could
think of Elvis as a 1950s equivalent of Bing Crosby,
who established himself in Whiteman’s band as the
most jazz-oriented of white singers, then proved his
mastery of older and more sedate styles, branch-
ing out into Tin Pan Alley ballads, Hawaiian exot-
ica, cowboy songs, and Irish-American nostalgia. By
1956 Whiteman was a radio and television execu-
tive celebrating his fiftieth anniversary in show
business, and his assessment of RCA’s new star was
“I think Presley’s got the inner talent if it’s handled
well, but he’ll have to develop his style in order to
stay on top, like Crosby and Sinatra have.”® And,
with adjustments to fit the different eras, that is
precisely what happened.

Or, more accurately, that is an alternate way of
telling the story. Any history is a reflection of at
least two periods—when the events happened and
when one is writing—and also of the writer’s per-
sonal experience. So when I write about Elvis’s ar-

rival, I am writing about the 1950s, looking back
from the thirtieth year of hip-hop, and hearing
him with the ears of someone who grew up in the
1960s and 1970s. I can do my best to understand
how he sounded when he burst out of car radios in
1955, but I inevitably remain aware of the power
ballads that link him to Celine Dion, which I hear
with tastes formed by the folk-blues revival. Some
of my contemporaries deal with this by thinking
of the Sun sessions as the real Elvis and the RCA
ballad sides as irrelevant commercial confections,
and that is a reasonable aesthetic judgment. But it
doesn’t explain why both “Hound Dog” and “Love
Me Tender” spent over a month at number one in
1956. To say that something is timely—that it ex-
presses its time—is a compliment, just as it is a
compliment to say that something is timeless. But
what made something timely is usually very differ-
ent from what makes it timeless.

That is the essential divide between history and
criticism. The critic’s job is to assign value and im-
portance on an artistic level, which necessarily is
a judgment about how the work stands up in the
present. The historian’s is to sort out and explain
what happened in the past, which means attempt-
ing to understand the tastes and environment of an
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earlier time. And the latter task also involves sort-
ing out and understanding how earlier critics and
historians were affected by their own times.

Anyone researching rock’s beginnings is neces-
sarily thrown back on the work of the early rock his-
torians, who began writing in the late 1960s. Those
writers were still living in the midst of the rock
revolution, and they created a picture of the 1950s
in which Elvis, Berry, Lewis, Big Joe Turner, Lit-
tle Richard, Ruth Brown, Buddy Holly, the Drifters,
and dozens of other artists pioneered a new style
and forever transformed popular music. They drew
strict boundaries between these artists and main-
stream imitators like Boone and Georgia Gibbs, and
completely ignored older, unrocking singers such as
Como and the McGuire Sisters. One result is that
today it is hard to come up with much in-depth,
reliable information about the scene that produced
Boone, Gibbs, Como, and the McGuires. Another is
that the artists who have been celebrated and hailed
as pioneers have been separated from their broader
context. When Presley and Boone were the two
most popular singers among American teens, were
they really the idols of opposing camps? Or does
that way of seeing them just reflect the fact that
the few teenage music fanatics who went on to be-

come rock critics had different tastes from the mil-
lions of teenagers who swooned over both? And did
even the critics all draw that distinction when they
were teenagers in the 1950s, or did some only learn
to despise Boone as they matured through Motown,
the Beatles, and Jimi Hendrix?

Ellen Willis, one of the few women writing about
rock in the 1960s, was also the only prominent
critic to answer that last question in the affirmative.
In 1968, she wrote:

If we who grew up with rock and have always
loved it feel smug these days, the smugness is
tainted—at least for some of us. We all knew Elvis
was great . . . but who among us has soul so pure
that he never liked Pat Boone? My own taste was
not only less discriminating than it could have
been but often discriminating in the wrong way.
I tended, for instance, to prefer the tamer, white
versions of rhythm-and-blues records to the
black originals. Partly this was because the imita-
tors were pushed on the radio, but partly it was
because Georgia Gibbs sounded better to me than
LaVern Baker; I was one of the white teen-aged

reasons the music was being watered down.”

Most of Willis’s male peers claimed precisely the
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purity of soul that she admitted lacking, which is
probably one reason she phrased her memory as
an admission. And I do not think it is coincidental
that a female critic was the lone admitted Boon-
ian—or at least recovering Boonian—in the 1960s
rock fold. Reading through the histories of both
jazz and rock, I am struck again and again by the
fact that although women and girls were the pri-
mary consumers of popular styles, the critics were
consistently male—and, more specifically, that they
tended to be the sort of men who collected and dis-
cussed music rather than dancing to it. Again, that
is not necessarily a bad thing (some of my best
friends . . .), but it is relevant when one is trying
to understand why they loved the music they loved
and hated the music they hated.

Obviously, as I survey the history of popular
music, I am just as affected by my own time, gen-
der, race, and class as the writers of the 1930s or
the 1960s were by theirs, with my own prejudices
and experiences. I am sure I would have written this
book very differently before hip-hop, or if I were
not a guitarist or the son of two middle-class, Jew-
ish college professors with strong left-wing politics,
one of them born in 1906 and the other an Austrian
refugee, classical pianist and prominent feminist,

or if I hadn’t spent years playing bar gigs or writing
for a newspaper, or so on and so forth...

So I am not claiming any clearer vision than pre-
vious writers; I am just trying to be conscious of
who they were and how that affected their tastes
and judgments. In the late 1930s and 1940s a lot
of critics made rulings about what was and was
not jazz, and in the late 1960s and 1970s other
critics defined a canon of what was and was not
rock, and we can respect those rulings without ac-
cepting them as definitive or even accepting those
categories as useful ways for us to sort the music of
those times. The critical choices have affected the
way I hear the music, and continue to affect it, but,
like the surviving magazines, playbills, interviews,
and the music itself, those choices are now histor-
ical artifacts. There are no definitive histories be-
cause the past keeps looking different as the present
changes.

This book is an attempt to go back and look at
some familiar ground with fresh eyes and to strip
away some layers of past opinion. Like any history,
it omits far more than it includes, and if I have left
out a lot of familiar stories and revered figures that
is in general because they are covered at length and
in depth in other books or because they do not hap-
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pen to intersect the particular trails I am following.

One thing I want to stress is that I am trying
to write history, not criticism—that is, to look at
some of the most influential movements and stars
of the twentieth century and explore what links and
divides them without worrying about whether they
were marvelous or pernicious, geniuses or frauds,
or whether I personally enjoy their work. Even al-
lowing for strong tastes, one can still attempt to
separate artistic judgments from historical ones. I
prefer Vincent van Gogh’s paintings to Paul Cez-
anne’s, but although that is my heartfelt aesthetic
judgment, my historical judgment is that one could
trace a solid, cohesive chronology of modern art
without including Van Gogh—though it would lack
some wonderful paintings and interesting con-
nections—whereas without Cezanne one cannot
understand how Picasso and Braque came to create
cubism and thence explain all the other abstrac-
tions, geometric and otherwise, of twentieth-cen-
tury academic art. Similarly, I prefer Picasso to the
average painter of sunsets, and yet am aware that
outside the academies and museums most people
looking for pictures to hang on their walls still tend
to prefer competent representations of pretty girls
and landscapes to the innovative explorations of

the twentieth century. So I can imagine a broad and
accurate history of modern art that would treat mu-
seums and academies as serving an elite and largely
irrelevant taste and recognize Van Gogh for having
designed a fabulously popular and influential pos-
ter of sunflowers.

As it happens, that is how most histories of
popular music are written: We tend to leave clas-
sical and symphonic styles out of the story, as if
they existed in a separate world, just as historians
of classical styles tend to give at best a glancing
nod to pop trends. In a choice that seems odd to
an outsider, the classical music historians also tend
to regard most of the new, classically based orches-
tral compositions of the twentieth century—radio,
film and television scores, easy listening and mood
music, the orchestral sections of Sgt. Pepper—as fall-
ing outside their field. And, equally oddly, the jazz
and rock canons tend to mimic the classical canon
in this respect. Jazz historians, by and large, have
no more interest in Paul Weston, Nelson Riddle, and
Henry Mancini than classical historians have, and
only minimally more interest in Glenn Miller. And
while there are dozens of scholarly discussions of
the Velvet Underground, there are virtually none of
KC and the Sunshine Band.



HOW THE BEATLES DESTROYED ROCK 'N' ROLL: AN ALTERNATIVE HISTORY OF A...

To a great extent, that is because music criti-
cism demands studious, analytic listening, and the
people who listen that way tend to value music that
rewards careful attention and analysis over styles
that are just fun, relaxing, or danceable—which,
again, is perfectly reasonable but automatically sep-
arates them from most of the people buying and
dancing to popular music. And in the same way, his-
torians tend to focus on unique, original musicians
rather than typical, generic ones, even when they
are supposedly studying trends and movements ra-
ther than exceptional achievements.

This is particularly true for historians of music
from the past hundred years, because we can hear
so much of it. Historians of earlier styles necessar-
ily devote a lot of attention to generic performance
practices because, unless the styles involved writ-
ten notation, that is pretty much all we have to
study, and even where notation exists, we need to
understand how it was translated into sound. For
the twentieth century, we have millions of record-
ings available, so we not only can read the sheet
music for “Stardust” and study the composers and
musicians who were active in its heyday, but can
also listen to the ways different artists of that
period played it. This is obviously an advantage, but

it tempts us to think of those recordings as repre-
sentative even when they are not and—because we
have our own tastes and must listen to the records
we are studying over and over—to pay more atten-
tion to records that excite us than to records that we
find boring. For example, when we study the music
of the 1920s we are tempted to focus on Louis
Armstrong’s Hot Five, even though we know that
it never performed outside the recording studio,
and to avoid Guy Lombardo, because he made hun-
dreds of records. We can’'t write about them intelli-
gently without listening to a representative sample
of them, and they bore us.

Which brings me to my final point, at least for
now: The most difficult thing about understand-
ing the past is appreciating choices and tastes that
seem strange or disagreeable and trying to confront
them on their own terms. I began this introduction
with a quotation from the classical pianist and his-
torian Charles Rosen, and I want to end with an-
other. Rosen notes that one of the things that makes
it hard for us to appreciate new and unfamiliar
styles is that they demand that we accept not only
sounds that are strange to us but also the absence
of qualities that we consider necessary. One reason
that the music of Whiteman and the Beatles was
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so phenomenally popular was that it blended styles
that older listeners found abrasive and unmusical
with familiar elements, so those listeners could
enjoy it without abandoning their previous stand-
ards and feel broad-minded and modern with-
out essentially changing their tastes. But as Rosen
writes, “The appreciation of a new style is as much
an effort of renunciation as of acceptance.”® And
the same holds true for any idea, old or new, that is
drastically different from our own.

A wealth of new ideas, technologies, and musical
styles were born over the course of the twentieth
century, and the ones that achieved popularity
required both acceptance and renunciations. Elec-

tricity, automation, ragtime, movies, jazz, radio, air
travel, amplification, and rock 'n’ roll were all won-
derful in some ways and destructive in others. And
to trace their evolutions we need to remain con-
scious of the losses as well as the gains, and to ac-
cept that some of the changes that most excite us
were difficult for plenty of decent, intelligent, and
talented people. For example, without recording we
could not hear any of the music I write about in this
book, and yet in some ways there has been no more
musically destructive force than the phonograph.
So I'will begin this story with a look at what musical
life was like before recording.



