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			Outstanding Praise for Greil Marcus and Mystery Train

			
				“I’m rereading this, Greil Marcus’s history of rock ’n’ roll. It’s an incredible, beautiful book that puts the work of great artists in the context of other arts, particularly literature. It was written in 1975 and is hugely optimistic in the sense that you get the idea that he believes music can change not just people but the world. And music has done that. It did that for me, and I still really believe it has the power to change the world.”

			

			
				—Dave Stewart, The Guardian (London)

			
			
				“When I was eighteen and leaving home for college, my brother put one thing in my hand: a copy of Greil Marcus’s Mystery Train. It changed my life.”

			

			
				—John Jeremiah Sullivan

			
			
				“When Greil Marcus writes about Elvis you feel the relationship between the star and the scribe is elemental; you feel the writer somehow lives inside the performer’s style and catches his breath at a very personal-seeming eruption of meaning in the life and the work.”

			

			
				—Andrew O’Hagan, New York Review of Books

			
			
				“Marcus writes criticism like Dylan writes songs.”

			

			
				—Ron Jacobs, Counterpunch

			
			
				“I’ll never forget the seismic shock I experienced reading [Marcus’s] first book, Mystery Train…The book profiles six artists who he believes articulate the inherent contradictions of American culture: between freedom and servitude, tolerance and prejudice, opportunity and repression—in short, the disconnect between reality and certain enduring American myths. Marcus was audacious enough to claim that rock artists can be on equal footing with other great creators, and persuasive enough to make the argument stick.”

			

			
				—Marc Weingarten, San Francisco

			
			
				“Marcus’s M.O. has always been to begin with a work—film, novel, song, career—and draw circles of reference outward to see where that work touches other works, other careers, other arts; and then how it implicates and is in turn implicated by the politics, crimes, and blunt fact of American life. As the breadth of that referential radius widens, connections snap and abstractions are jolted awake. Pretty soon the work (Bob Dylan’s The Basement Tapes) or career (Elvis Presley) becomes an active nerve center, its far-flung tendrils—factual, poetic, metaphorical—casting up sparks.”

			

			
				—Devin McKinney, American Prospect

			
			
				“Through the arts, Marcus writes, ‘you begin to discover what it is you truly love.’ And what you truly love should inspire you to change the world and yourself. That’s what an American cultural critic should do: inspire you to change the world and yourself. Nobody does it better than Greil Marcus.”

			

			
				—Michael S. Roth, San Francisco Chronicle

			
			
				“Greil Marcus is one of America’s great listeners…His enormous force as a critic has never been in merely divvying good from bad. It is in telling you why something matters—be it the Declaration of Independence or a Sly and the Family Stone record.”

			

			
				—Hua Hsu, Village Voice

			
			
				“Greil Marcus’s Mystery Train was first published in 1975, when I was two. His tinkering has kept it relevant through six editions, but his writing and ideas have rendered it timeless…‘Mystery Train’ is more than rock criticism. It explores the meaning of America through rock ’n’ roll…The Marcus worldview—the notion that pop culture matters as much as history and literature—is perfectly distilled in the prologue, where he connects the immortal sweep of art to Little Richard.”

			

			
				—Manny Fernandez, New York Times Book Review

			
			
				“Mystery Train is like reading Queequeg’s tattoos—the whole country’s secrets seem to be in here somewhere.”

			

			
				—Rob Sheffield, Rolling Stone

			
			
				“The degree to which Greil Marcus jumps across epochs, art forms, and songs in a single bound is that he could almost rival Bob Beamon for his Olympic record.”

			

			
				—Jack Walters, popmatters.com, 2024

			
			
				“A book that was as inspiring a call to follow your dreams to its readers (many of whom surely were potential writers and musicians) as Jack Kerouac’s 1957 novel On the Road had been for its restless devotees.”

			

			
				—Robert Hilburn, A Few Words in Defense of Our Country, 2024

			
			
				“It was the critic Greil Marcus, the first writer to help me understand that writing about music could itself be a kind of poetry, who gave me a framework to understand this kind of excitement, the way art can make you feel changed. I can’t remember who gave me a copy of his first book, the mythopoetic study of American music Mystery Train, but I do know that after reading it I realized that writing about music could be more than just passing judgment on what was cool or uncool. If you turned your pen to those vibrations emanating from art—not ‘vibes,’ that passive idea, but the irresistible energy that actually rearranges the psyche—criticism could become something like music.”

			

			
				—Ann Powers, NPR Music, 2024

			
			
				“The classics for me are Leroi Jones’s Blues People and Greil Marcus’s Mystery Train. Those are my foundational texts.”

			

			
				—Nelson George, Music Book Club, 2025

			
			
				“I read his book Mystery Train. This guy is deep. I was just fully unaware of this man’s mind. It’s extreme. It’s so subterranean.”

			

			
				—Sam Phillips to Marion Keisker, 1984
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			To Emily and Cecily

		

	
		
			Author’s Note, 1975

			Writing these opening notes reminds me of the prefaces to the American history books that were written during World War II, when the authors, looking back for the meaning of the Revolution or the Civil War or whatever, drew modest but determined parallels between their work and the struggle; that an attempt to understand America took on a special meaning when America was up for grabs. Those writers were also saying—at least, this is what they now say to me—that to do one’s most personal work in a time of public crisis is an honest, legitimate, paradoxically democratic act of common faith; that one keeps faith with one’s community by offering whatever it is that one has to say. I mean that those writers were exhilarated, thirty years ago, by something we can only call patriotism, and humbled by it too.

			Well, I feel some kinship with those writers. I began this book in the fall of 1972 and finished it late in the summer of 1974. Inevitably, it reflects, and I hope contains, the peculiar moods of those times, when the country came face to face with an obscene perversion of itself that could neither be accepted nor destroyed: moods of rage, excitement, loneliness, fatalism, desire.

			Like a lot of people who are about thirty years old, I have been listening and living my life to rock ’n’ roll for twenty years, and so behind this book lie twenty years of records and twenty years of talk. Probably it began when a kid pushed a radio at me and demanded that I listen to a song called “Rock Around the Clock,” which I disliked at the time and still do. I know the music came together for me in high school, thanks to my cruising friend Barry Franklin. We spent years on the El Camino, driving from Menlo Park to San Francisco to San Jose and back again, listening to Tom Donahue and Tommy Saunders on KYA, trying to figure out the words to “Runaround Sue” and translating “Little Star” into French. Later, we followed the sixties trail to college, Beatles shows, and Dylan concerts.

			About a month before the Beatles hit, I met my wife, Jenny, who confirmed my enthusiasms and has always kept them alive; it means more to me to say that this book wouldn’t have been written without her than that it couldn’t have been.

			The time I have spent talking rock ’n’ roll with my friends Bruce Miroff, Langdon Winner, Ralph Gleason, Ed Ward, Michael Goodwin, and many more has gone into this book; so has talk with my brothers, Steve and Bill, with teachers and students, and with my daughter Emily, who picked “Mystery Train” as her favorite song at the age of two. My daughter Cecily is not yet so discriminating, but I have hopes. As much as anything, rock ’n’ roll has been the best means to friendship I know.[*1]

			I have been writing about the music since 1966—professionally, for publication, since 1968. Before I got up the nerve to see my efforts in print, I put together a book of pieces by myself and some friends; one of them, Sandy Darlington, taught me a lot about music and a lot more about writing.[*2] After the book was finished, I took over Sandy’s music space in the San Francisco Express-Times, then edited and inspired by Marvin Garson. Until the events of People’s Park sent it reeling into mindlessness, the Express-Times was the best underground newspaper in America, and I’ve always been proud to have been part of it. When it changed I moved across town to Rolling Stone, where I wrote and edited for a year. In 1970 I left, and ultimately ended up with Creem, a magazine that seemed like a place of freedom and was. Creem gave me the chance to try out many of the ideas that eventually found their way into this book.

			There would be little to those ideas without the study I did in American political thought with three Berkeley teachers: John Schaar, Michael Rogin, and Norman Jacobson.[*3] And there are a few books that mattered a great deal to the ambitions of my own work, and to its content: D. H. Lawrence’s Studies in Classic American Literature, Leslie Fiedler’s Love and Death in the American Novel, James Agee’s Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Pauline Kael’s I Lost It at the Movies, Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, and, in a way that is still pretty mysterious to me, Ernest Hemingway’s short stories.

			Many people helped me in many ways: Mary Clemmey, Greg Shaw, Richard Bass, Pat Thomas, Ms. Clawdy, Bill Strachan of Anchor Press, and Wendy Weil.[*4] Jenny Marcus, Peter Guralnick, Bruce Miroff, Bob Christgau, and Dave Marsh read every page of the manuscript and made it far better than it would have been without their help.

			Bob and Dave deserve special thanks. They have been part of my work from beginning to end; they encouraged it, at times inspired it, always cared about it. No critic could ask for better colleagues, and no one could ask for better friends.

			And I owe as much to my editor, Bill Whitehead. Without his commitment to the book, mine would have faded out a long time ago.[*5]

			What I have to say in Mystery Train grows out of records, novels, political writing; the balance shifts, but in my intentions, there isn’t any separation. I am no more capable of mulling over Elvis without thinking of Herman Melville than I am of reading Jonathan Edwards (not, I’ve been asked to point out, the crooner mentioned in the Randy Newman chapter, but the Puritan who made his name with “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God”) without putting on Robert Johnson’s records as background music. What I bring to this book, at any rate, is no attempt at synthesis, but a recognition of unities in the American imagination that already exist. They are natural unities, I think, but elusive; I learned, in the last two years, that simply because of those unities, the resonance of the best American images is profoundly deep and impossibly broad. I wrote this book in an attempt to find some of those images, but I know now that to put oneself in touch with them is a life’s work.

			Berkeley, August 9, 1974

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Ralph J. Gleason died in 1975 at fifty-eight; his review of this book in the San Francisco Chronicle was his last published piece. Ed Ward died in 2021 at seventy-two; Michael Goodwin died in 2021 at seventy-seven. William L. Marcus died in 2007 at fifty-eight. Emily Rose Marcus died in 2023, by then a constant listener to Johnny Cash’s later songs, at fifty-two.

				

				
					*2 Sandy Darlington died in 1989 at fifty-four.

				

				
					*3 I was lucky to see Michael Rogin in Paris just before he died there in 2001 at sixty-four. Norman Jacobson died in 2007 at eighty-four. John Schaar died in 2011 at eighty-two.

				

				
					*4 Greg Shaw died in 2004 at fifty-five; Patrick Thomas died in 2021 at seventy-five.

				

				
					*5 Bill Whitehead died in 1987 at forty-four.

				

			

		

	
		
			Foreword by Dwight Garner

			The book I wish I could read again for the first time—and the book, I’ve long felt, I most wish I had written—is Mystery Train: Images of America in Rock ’n’ Roll Music by Greil Marcus. Incredibly, it turns fifty this year.

			I’m aware that Mystery Train has meant a lot to many people, and that most critics and serious listeners think it’s almost certainly the best book yet written about American music in general, and about rock in particular. This may seem like only moderate praise until you consider that for some, myself included, that’s not so far from remarking that Mystery Train is the best book ever written about being alive.

			Marcus’s book got to me at a good time, which is to say a bad time. I was eighteen or nineteen and had delayed my enrollment at college to save money and to wend around Europe for a year with friends. The trip went well until it didn’t. There were scheduling mishaps; serious fights about stupid things; bounced checks. By the end, I was working as a bartender in a dismal pub outside London to save money to fly home.

			I returned to the United States depressed and broke. I knew I didn’t want to go back to the Florida town where I’d gone to high school. So I began to hitchhike, for weeks, staying with friends who were already at college, winding slowly up Virginia and as far west as Indianapolis and back home again. This was also 1984, probably the last time you could hitchhike in America without feeling you had a Kick Me (or worse) sign taped to your back.

			The book I carried in my backpack was a bruised paperback copy of Mystery Train. I read it straight through twice, so intently that I didn’t always bother to stick out my thumb. I’d just sit there with it, beneath an overpass, like Ferdinand the bull under his cork tree. I still have this copy, by the way. On the inside back cover there’s a quote from Frank Rich, who reviewed Mystery Train in the Village Voice before he became chief theater critic for the New York Times. This snippet of Mr. Rich’s words catches my sense of Marcus’s gift: “His frame of reference is so vast that he never runs out of connections worth making between the music he loves and just about anything else that matters in American art and life.”

			If you’re not familiar with Mystery Train, the simplest way to describe it is to say that it’s a “think piece” (the phrase that Philip Seymour Hoffman, as Lester Bangs, mischievously tells the kid journalist in Almost Famous to dangle in front of his credulous Rolling Stone editors) about six seminal American musical acts. Two of them, the bluesman Robert Johnson and the medicine-show circuit musician Harmonica Frank, are accorded the title “Ancestors.” Under the rubric “Inheritors” come four more, rolling your way like emotional tanks: Sly Stone, the Band, Randy Newman, and Elvis Presley.

			Into these chapters, Marcus, then in his late twenties, poured everything he had. Mystery Train is as much about American art, literature, politics, manners, and morals as it is about rock music. It’s about how these performers “delivered a new version of America with their music,” and about how “more people than anyone can count are still trying to figure out how to live in it.” Marcus’s writing had the soul to match his erudition. Mystery Train is among the few works of criticism (Alfred Kazin’s On Native Grounds is another) that can move me to something close to tears. It reverberated in my young mind like the E major chord that ends the Beatles’ “A Day in the Life.” Part of Elvis’s achievement, Marcus saw, was to plant new questions, over a thousand radio transmitters, into the American mind. “Why not trade pain and boredom for kicks and style? Why not make an escape from a way of life—the question trails off the last page of Huckleberry Finn—into a way of life?”

			After hearing the music of Jimmie Rodgers, whom Marcus likened to “every boy who ever ran away from home,” he asks, “How could an honest man be satisfied to live within the frontiers he was born to?” Mystery Train changed a lot of things for me. Most basically, it plugged me into a lifetime’s worth of listening. Because of it, I erased “English lit” as my college major and inked in “American lit.” It remains the book I can’t help measuring critical writing against.

			Over the years and across eight updated editions, the book has grown plumper. Tacked onto the original text, in this fiftieth anniversary edition are two new introductions, a comic strip, and new footnotes, among other things. This is a rock Torah swamped by midrash. The rear section, “Notes and Discographies,” has swelled to become larger than the original text. This part of Mystery Train is updated for each new edition, and I’m not alone among this book’s admirers in bolting to purchase each new edition when it comes out, to rummage through the author’s latest enthusiasms and loathings. Mystery Train is among those rare books that is still alive and brewing, like yeast.

			I gave a copy of Marcus’s book to each of my children when they left for college. It speaks intimately to a part of the cultural heritage that, in my haphazard way, I’ve tried to give them. I recently reread Norman Mailer’s powerhouse essay “Superman Comes to the Supermarket,” originally published in Esquire in 1960. One snaking sentence stood out for me, and put me in mind of Greil Marcus’s achievement in Mystery Train:

			
				Since the First World War, Americans have been leading a double life. And our history has moved on two rivers, one visible, the other underground; there has been the history of politics, which is concrete, factual, practical and unbelievably dull, if not for the consequences of the actions of some of these men; and there is a subterranean river of untapped, ferocious, lonely and romantic desires, that concentration of ecstasy and violence which is the dream life of the nation.

			

			Mystery Train, which arrived fifteen years later, got at those untapped, ferocious, lonely, and romantic desires as well as any nonfiction book I know, and I’m lucky to have found it when I did.

			May 21, 2025

		

	
		
			Introduction to the 50th Anniversary Edition

			When I took the title of Elvis Presley’s last single for Sun Records as the title for this book, I had no argument to make for it. The words had an echo in them; that was all I knew.

			Fifty years later, I know a few things more.

			It’s been a good train to hitch a ride on. That echo has never ceased to sound. Over time, the image of the song has surfaced again and again, as a kind of talisman—maybe of the need or wish for mystery itself, as a dimension of life too often missing. I first noticed that this train was still running in 1986, with Thurston Moore’s slow chant “Mystery train / Three-way plane” in Sonic Youth’s “Expressway to Yr. Skull,” the sound blowing up in a tiny nightclub, but those first two words as clear as a fire alarm. That same year I came across Lynn Turner’s Harlequin Intrigue novel Mystery Train discarded on a beach. The jacket pictured a clean-cut young man apparently attempting to rescue a clean-cut young woman, who seemed about to pitch off the back of a caboose. In the lower right-hand corner was a smaller picture of a dead woman face down in a creek. Cut in under the first woman’s windblown hair was an insert promising “Special Offer Win a Great Prize See inside No Purchase Necessary.” The prize was detailed on the inside cover: “Lots of money.”

			In 1989 there was Jim Jarmusch’s film Mystery Train—three stories about foreign visitors holed up in the same Elvis-haunted Memphis hotel on the same night, with the desk manned by Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, but with the train that brings two Japanese rockabilly fans into town taking a turn that wasn’t in the script. In the middle of the night an Italian woman is awakened by a befuddled Elvis ghost; she asks what he’s doing in her room. “I don’t rightly know, ma’am,” he says; then he vanishes. The actor was Stephen Jones, perhaps the least convincing Elvis impersonator in the history of Western civilization, though a few years later Jones got his hands on American history, the real thing, when his wife, Paula Jones, filed a sexual harassment suit against another sometime Elvis impersonator, a better one, especially in 1992, when he was elected president of the United States. There’s no reason to think Jarmusch ever saw The Mystery Train, a 1931 swindle-on-a-train movie starring Hedda Hopper, when she was still a contract player and hadn’t moved up to queen of Hollywood as a red-hunting gossip columnist, with effectively dank, nearly black opening scenes of a speeding passenger train barreling through the night, at least until it derails in a hail of chaos and fright, but Sam Phillips could have, in a third-run movie house in Memphis before he was ten, with the title lodging itself somewhere in the back of his mind. “Mystery Train”—it was a phrase that, once Elvis had made it a metaphor for fate and desire, became a signpost, a doorway to a better world, a key to the truth, a philosopher’s stone. Even in the fifties, the Virginia rockabilly singer Janis “The Female Elvis” Martin was asking the other Elvis for a ride on his mystery train, in her hands an image Elvis would not likely have associated with schedules and conductors; in 1969, in the Doors’ “Rock Is Dead,” a miserable studio jam not released until nearly thirty years later, Jim Morrison found his one moment of lucidity when he stumbled onto the long black train. From Jerry Lee Lewis hammering the song on electric guitar that same year, to, over the next decades, the Band to the Soft Boys to UFO to Blake Babies to Ashtray to the Waco Brothers, from Robert Zimmerman in Hibbing, Minnesota, in 1958 (with his high school band the Golden Chords and their “Mystery Train” rewrite “Big Black Train”) to Bob Dylan in 2020 in “Murder Most Foul” calling out to Wolfman Jack running his DJ’s turntables in heaven to “Play ‘Mystery Train’ for Mr. Mystery” along with “ ‘Stella by Starlight’ for Lady Macbeth,” as band after band and singer after singer have found themselves scavenging pieces of the tune, ringing small changes on a song that the performances seemed to say was too big for them, you could hear the twentieth century itself riding the rails of the song straight into the next century, with Bruce Springsteen marking off its first decade “searching for a mystery train” in 2007, in a “Radio Nowhere” determined to give up no such thing. “ ‘It takes a worried man to sing a worried song,’ sang the Carter Family in the Victor studios one Saturday evening on May 24, 1930,” the late Charles K. Wolfe wrote on the notes to the 1995 Carter Family reissue Worried Man Blues, speaking of the earliest recording of the folk ballad that Sam Phillips and the blues singer Junior Parker would rewrite as “Mystery Train” in 1953, even though, in the song itself, the words never appear. “The record wouldn’t be released until November of that fall,” Wolfe wrote of “Worried Man Blues.” “It would be one of their last really big hits for some time—and by then more than a few listeners were nodding their heads in sad appreciation of the lyrics. Out in the Midwest, more than a million farm families were being devastated by the drought…President Hoover was admitting that more than four million other Americans were now unemployed but denying that the government should offer direct aid to them. Across the South, as furniture store owners wheeled their Victrolas out on their sidewalks to play the new Carter Family records, families with grim faces and patched clothes gathered and listened.”

			Who was referring to what when, in 2018, the New York Times ran a piece on palace intrigue in North Korea, headlined “Bulletproof, Slow and Full of Wine: Kim Jong-un’s Mystery Train”—but surely it was meant to drape an aura over the fireplug dictator, and surely it succeeded. Where was the train going? Did it ever arrive? If it did, was there any wine left?

			I wrote this to argue that rock ’n’ roll, as it first emerged as a mysterious new sound from 1948 to 1954, in Baltimore, New York, New Orleans, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Memphis, could not be separated from American history, and that both the history and the music would come out richer, speaking more clearly, with more flair and imagination, purpose and memory, idealism and honesty, if that were recognized as a natural fact. My bet was that people already knew that; they just hadn’t put it into words.

			But looking at the book now, over fifty years of following where the stories first told here in 1975 have gone over the half century—as those tales took new forms in different music, in chronicles and books, poems and movies, novels and deaths, in fame and obscurity, remembering and forgetting—and thinking about how, if you include the characters appearing on a 1970s talk show in the first pages as principals in the story I attempted to make, and I do, of the figures addressed here, as I write, only Dick Cavett, Rita Moreno, and Randy Newman remain—I realized the book was about something else.

			This book was written during the Watergate crisis; I finished it the day Richard Nixon resigned the presidency in 1974. The Notes and Discographies section following the main text—a section that is now far longer than the text—was revised for perhaps the last of many times in the midst of and after the presidential election of 2024. In both of those times the question of what America was, what it wanted to be, what it had promised itself it would be, how it never ceased to fail those promises or to struggle to realize them, to find out what they really were, as the right to vote, as the right to declare for yourself who you were and how you wanted to be recognized, as the right to deserve and receive the respect of fellow citizens as you offered respect to them, was inescapable. In 1974 and 2024 this was the stuff of every conversation and what kept people awake at night. It was terrifying before it was anything else. As I write, that is true, and it will be true tomorrow. In a year or two it may be not terrifying but terror. And in both of these times far more came to the surface, as talk and dream, victory and defeat, as a confrontation with the life and death of the Republic: the desire to think it all through, to find out what it was that most needed to be said and then to find the words to say it. I realized, more than I ever did before, that this book was an attempt to do that—that before and after everything else, after the last note of Robbie Robertson’s guitar solo at the close of “King Harvest (Has Surely Come)” or the smile at the end of Robert Johnson’s “Hellhound on My Trail,” this is a book about American democracy, and that it was always meant to be a piece of it.

			

			—

			My first thanks to people who inspired and were part of this book as it was written are in the Author’s Note above. These pages give me the chance to acknowledge the many people who have been part of its publishing life from that time on.

			Wendy Weil, who died suddenly in 2012, at seventy-two, guided this book through many editions. I was in the Bill Clinton Library in Little Rock when her associate Emily Forland called with the news, and the version of the American story in the library, the civil rights movement plaques marking racist attacks on citizens witnessing and making history at the same time, the museums and the lines from blues songs painted on the windows of restaurants on President Clinton Avenue brought home, like a building collapsing, how central Wendy was to so many of the books that, with her soft-spoken, often quizzical advice, I’ve had the chance to write. I am lucky to continue working with Emily Forland, now with Brandt and Hochman, along with her colleagues Marianne Merola and Henry Thayer. I am privileged to thank my editor Jill Schwartzman, publisher John Parsley, editor Charlotte Peters, managing editor Melissa Solis, production editor Janice Barral, publicist Julie Somell, marketer Erika Semprun, and text designer Laura Corless at Plume; remarkably perspicacious copyeditor Rob Sternitzky and proofreaders Dan Heaton and Ted Gilley; cover designer Heads of State; at the David Higham Agency in London, Anthony Goff and Georgia Clover; at La nouvelle agence in Paris, the late Mary Kling, and Vanessa Kling; at Paul and Peter Fritz, Peter Fritz and Christian Dittus; in Japan, Shobun-Sha, and over four decades my infinitely resourceful translator (and annotator, and illustrator) Toru Mitsui, who started playing Elvis songs in high school and became a world scholar of country music and the author of, among many other books, the biography of Jimmie “You Are My Sunshine” Davis, and who died in 2023 at eighty-two; at Penguin in the UK Tony Lacey and the late Rosie Glaisher, at Faber & Faber, Lee Brackstone and John Riley, and at the Folio Society, which brought out an illustrated edition in 2020, Mandy Kirkby; in Germany at Rowohlt, Nikolas Hansen and Klaus Humann, at Rogner & Bernhard, Nikolas Hansen, Klaas Jarchow, Birgit Politycki, and Antje Landshoff, and at Ullstein, Dorle Maravilla; at Nijgh & Van Ditmar in Amsterdam, Vic van der Reijt; at Editori Riuniti in Rome, Ezio Guaitamacchi and Paolo Vites, and at Contra in Barcelona, Didac Aparacio; in France, at Editions Allia, Gérard Berréby and François Escaig, and at Folio/Gallimard, Eric Vigne; in China, Nanjing University Press. I thank as well Fritz Schneider, a fine translator, a great correspondent, and a shaming fact-checker; Chuck Death and Colin B. Morton for the cover of a Faber edition and for the “Great Pop Things” comic strip here; Dwight Garner for his humbling foreword; John Rockwell; Cecil Brown; John Bakke and the late Marion Keisker of Memphis; and the late Ray Johnson. Along with many others they helped make the good luck I’ve had.

			June 19, 2025

			
				
				[image: Comic strip titled 'Great Pop Things → Mystery Train: The Loco-Motive Literature of Rocking Rolling Stock!' satirizing music history and cultural commentary. Panels feature caricatures of musicians Harmonica Frank, Robert Johnson, and Elvis Presley, with humorous text describing their influence and personas. A train labeled 'Mystery Bus Service' is shown, accompanied by commentary on commodification in art and music.]
			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Our story begins just after midnight, not so long ago. The Dick Cavett Show is in full swing.

			Seated on Cavett’s left is John Simon, the New York Critic. On Cavett’s right, in order of distance from him, are Little Richard, Rock ’n’ Roll Singer and Weirdo; Rita Moreno, Actress; and Erich Segal, Yale Professor of Classics and Author of Love Story. Miss Moreno and Mr. Segal adored Love Story. Mr. Simon did not. Little Richard has not read it.

			Cavett is finishing a commercial. Mr. Simon is mentally rehearsing his opening thrust against Mr. Segal, who is very nervous. Miss Moreno seems to be falling asleep. Little Richard is looking for an opening.

			Mr. Simon has attacked Mr. Segal. Mr. Segal attempts a reply but he is too nervous to be coherent. Mr. Simon attacks a second time. Little Richard is about to jump out of his seat and jam his face in front of the camera but Mr. Simon beats him out. He attacks Mr. Segal again.

			“Negative! Negative Negative Negative!” screams Mr. Segal. He and Simon are debating a fine point in the history of Greek tragedy, to which Mr. Simon has compared Love Story unfavorably.

			“ ‘Neg-a-tive,’ ” muses Mr. Simon. “Does that mean ‘no’?”

			Mr. Segal attempts, unsuccessfully, to ignore Mr. Simon’s contempt for his odd patois, and claims that the critics were wrong about Aeschylus. He implies that Simon would have walked out on the Oresteia. Backed by the audience, which sounds like a Philadelphia baseball crowd that has somehow mistaken Mr. Simon for Richie Allen, Segal presses his advantage. Little Richard sits back in his chair, momentarily intimidated.

			“Millions of People Were Deeply Moved by My Book,” cries Segal, forgetting to sit up straight and slumping in his chair until his body is near parallel with the floor, “And if All Those People Liked It—” (Segal’s voice has now achieved a curious tremolo) “I MUST BE DOING SOMETHING RIGHT!”

			The effort has exhausted Segal, and as he takes a deep breath Little Richard begins to rise from his seat. Again, Simon is too fast for him. Simon attempts to make Segal understand that he is amazed that anyone, especially Segal, takes this trash to be anything more than, well, trash.

			“I have read it and reread it many times,” counters Segal with great honesty. “I am always moved.”

			“Mr. Segal,” says Simon, having confused the bull with his cape and now moving in for the kill, “you had the choice of acting the knave or the fool. You have chosen the latter.”

			Segal is stunned. Cavett is stunned. He calls for a commercial. Little Richard considers the situation.

			The battle resumes. Segal has now slumped even lower in his chair, if that is possible, and seems to be arguing with the ceiling. “You’re only a critic,” he says as if to Simon. “What have you ever written? What do you know about art? Never in the history of art…”

			“Why, Never in the History!”

			The time has come. Little Richard makes his move. Leaping from his seat, he takes the floor, arms waving, hair coming undone, eyes wild, mouth working. He advances on Segal, Cavett, and Simon, who cringe as one man. The camera cuts to a close-up of Segal, who looks miserable, then to Simon, who is attempting to compose the sort of bemused expression he would have if, say, someone were to defecate on the floor. Little Richard is audible off camera, and then his face quickly fills the screen.

			“Why, Yes, in the Whole History of Aaaart! That’s Right! Shut Up! Shut Up! What Do You Know, Mr. Critic? Why, When the Creedence Clearwater Put Out with Their ‘Travelin’ Band’ Everybody Say Wheee-Ooo but I Know It ’cause They Only Doing ‘Long Tall Sally,’ Just Like the Beatles Andthestonesandtomjonesandelvis—I Am All of It, Little Richard Himself, Very Truly the Greatest, the Handsomest, and Now to You (to Segal, who now appears to be on the floor) and to you (to Simon, who looks to Cavett as if to say, really old man, this has been fun, but this, ah, fellow is becoming a bit much, perhaps a commercial is in order?), I Have Written a Book, Myself, I Am a Writer, I Have Written a Book and It’s Called—

			“ ‘He Got What He Wanted but He Lost What He Had’! That’s It! Shut Up! Shut Up! Shut Up! He Got What He Wanted but He Lost What He Had! The Story of My Life. Can You Dig It? That’s My Boy Little Richard, Sure Is. Oo Mah Soul!”

			Little Richard flies back to his chair and slams down into it. “Wheeeee-Oo! Ooo Mah Soul! OO mah soul…”

			Little Richard sits with the arbiters of taste, oblivious to their bitter stares, savoring his moment. He is Little Richard. Who are they? Who will remember Erich Segal, John Simon, Dick Cavett? Who will care? Ah, but Little Richard, Little Richard himself! There is a man who matters. He knows how to rock.

			A phrase that Little Richard snatched off Erich Segal stays in my mind: “Never in the history—in the whole history of art…” And that was it. Little Richard was the only artist on the set that night, the only one who disrupted an era, the only one with a claim to immortality. The one who broke rules, created a form; the one who gave shape to a vitality that wailed silently in each of us until he found a voice for it.

			He is the rock, the jive bomber, the savant. “Tutti Frutti” was his first hit, breaking off the radio in 1955 to shuffle the bland expectations of white youth; fifteen years later the Weirdo on the Cavett Show reached back for whatever he had left and busted up an argument about the meaning of art with a spirit that recalled the absurd promise of his glory days. “I Have Written a Book, Myself, and It’s Called…”

			Listening now to Little Richard, to Elvis, to Jerry Lee Lewis, the Monotones, the Drifters, Chuck Berry, and dozens of others, I feel a sense of awe at how fine their music was. I can only marvel at their arrogance, their humor, their delight. They were so sure of themselves. They sang as if they knew they were destined not only to survive a few weeks on the charts but to make history; to displace the dreary events of the fifties in the memories of those who heard their records; and to anchor a music that twenty years later would be struggling to keep the promises they made. Naturally, they sound as if they could care less, so long as their little black 45s hit number one and made them rich and famous. But they delivered a new version of America with their music, and more people than anyone can count are still trying to figure out how to live in it.

			

			—

			Well, then, this is a book about rock ’n’ roll—some of it—and America. It is not a history, or a purely musical analysis, or a set of personality profiles. It is an attempt to broaden the context in which the music is heard; to deal with rock ’n’ roll not as youth culture, or counterculture, but simply as American culture.

			The performers that I have written about appeal to me partly because they are more ambitious and because they take more risks than most. They risk artistic disaster (in rock terms, pretentiousness), or the alienation of an audience that can be soothed far more easily than it can be provoked; their ambitions have a good deal to do with Robbie Robertson’s statement of his ambitions for the Band: “Music should never be harmless.”

			What attracts me even more to the Band, Sly Stone, Randy Newman, and Elvis is that I think these men tend to see themselves as symbolic Americans; I think their music is an attempt to live up to that role. Their records—the Band’s Big Pink, Sly’s There’s a Riot Goin’ On, a few of Randy Newman’s tunes, Elvis Presley’s very first Tennessee singles—dramatize a sense of what it is to be an American; what it means, what it’s worth, what the stakes of life in America might be. This book, then, is an exploration of a few artists, all of whom seem to me to have found their own voices; it is rooted in the idea that these artists can illuminate those American questions and that the questions can add resonance to their work.

			The two men whose tales begin the book—white country hokum singer Harmonica Frank and black Mississippi blues singer Robert Johnson—came and went before the words “rock ’n’ roll” had any cultural meaning at all. Both men represent traditions crucial to rock ’n’ roll, and both are unique. They worked at the frontiers of the music, and they can give us an idea of what the country has to give the music to work with—a sense of how far the music can go. Harmonica Frank sang with a simple joy and a fool’s pride; he caught a spirit the earliest rock ’n’ roll mastered effortlessly, a mood the music is always losing and trying to win back. Robert Johnson was very different. He was a brooding man who did his work on the darker side of American life; his songs deal with terrors and fears that few American artists have ever expressed so directly. In this book, Frank and Johnson figure as metaphors more than musical influences. Their chapters are meant to form a backdrop against which the later chapters can take shape, a framework for the images the other artists have made.

			The Band, Sly Stone, Randy Newman, and Elvis Presley share unique musical and public personalities, enough ambition to make even their failures interesting, and a lack of critical commentary extensive or committed enough to do their work justice. In their music and in their careers, they share a range and a depth that seem to crystallize naturally in visions and versions of America: its possibilities, limits, openings, traps. Their stories are hardly the whole story, but they can tell us how much the story matters. That is what this book is about.

			
				…to be an American (unlike being English or French or whatever) is precisely to imagine a destiny rather than to inherit one; since we have always been, insofar as we are Americans at all, inhabitants of myth rather than history…

				Leslie Fiedler, “Cross the Border—Close the Gap”

			

			It’s easy to forget how young this country is; how little distance really separates us from the beginnings of the myths, like that of Lincoln, that still haunt the national imagination. It’s easy to forget how much remains to be settled. Since roots are sought out and seized as well as simply accepted, cultural history is never a straight line; along with the artists we care about we fill in the gaps ourselves. When we do, we reclaim, rework, or invent America, or a piece of it, all over again. We make choices (or are caught by the choices others have made) about what is worth keeping and what isn’t, trying to create a world where we feel alive, risky, ambitious, and free (or merely safe), dispensing with the rest of the American reality if we can. We make the oldest stories new when we succeed, and we are trapped by the old stories when we fail.

			That is as close as I can come to a simple description of what I think the performers in this book have done—but of course what they have done is more complex than that.

			In the work of each performer there is an attempt to create oneself, to make a new man out of what is inherited and what is imagined; each individual attempt implies an ideal community, never easy to define, where the new man would be at home, where his work could communicate easily and deeply, where the members of that ideal community would speak as clearly to the artist as he does to them.

			The audiences that gather around rock ’n’ rollers are as close to that ideal community as anyone gets. The real drama of a performer’s career comes when the ideal that one can hear in the music and the audience that the artist really attracts begin to affect each other. No artist can predict, let alone control, what an audience will make of his images; yet no rock ’n’ roller can exist without a relationship with an audience, whether it is the imaginary audience one begins with or the all-too-real confusion of the audience one wins.

			The best popular artists create immediate links between people who might have nothing in common but a response to their work, but the best popular artists never stop trying to understand the impact of their work on their audiences. That means their ideal images must change as their understanding grows. One may find horror where one expected only pleasure; one may find that the truth one told has become a lie. If the audience demands only more of what it has already accepted, the artist has a choice. He can move on, and perhaps cut himself off from his audience; if he does, his work will lose all the vitality and strength it had when he knew it mattered to other people. Or the artist can accept the audience’s image of himself, pretend that his audience is his shadowy ideal, and lose himself in his audience. Then he will only be able to confirm; he will never be able to create.

			The most interesting rock ’n’ rollers sometimes go to these extremes; most don’t, because these are contradictions they struggle with more than resolve. The tension between community and self-reliance; between distance from one’s audience and affection for it; between the shared experience of popular culture and the special talents of artists who both draw on that shared experience and change it—these things are what make rock ’n’ roll at its best a democratic art, at least in the American meaning of the word “democracy.” I think that is true because our democracy is nothing if not a contradiction: the creed of every man and woman for themselves, and thus the loneliness of separation, and thus the yearning for harmony, and for community. The performers in this book, in their different ways, all trace that line.

			If they are in touch with their audiences and with the images of community their songs hint at, rock ’n’ rollers get to see their myths and parables in action, and ultimately they may even find out what they are worth. When the story is a long one—a career—they find the story coming back to them in pieces, which of course is how it was received.

			Here is where a critic might count. Putting the pieces together, trying to understand what is novel and adventurous, what is enervated and complacent, can give us an idea of how much room there is in this musical culture, and in American culture—an idea of what a singer and a band can do with a set of songs mixed into the uncertainty that is the pop audience. Looking back into the corners, we might discover whose America we are living in at any moment, and where it came from. With luck, we might even touch that spirit of place Americans have always sought, and in the seeking have created.
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			In 1951 Sam Phillips was the owner of a shoestring operation that cut records by young black blues singers in Memphis, Tennessee. A few years later he would shape the careers of such founding rockers as Elvis Presley, Carl Perkins, Roy Orbison, and Jerry Lee Lewis; today, he counts his money. But at least one writer has stepped forward to call him “America’s Real Uncle Sam,” a title he might like.

			Phillips was raised on a plantation in Alabama; when he was a little boy an old black man named Uncle Silas Payne would take him aside and sing him the blues, playing Jim to Sam’s Huck. In the fifties, bored by the music business and itching for something new, it would be quite natural for Phillips to look for someone to complete a role that was sketched out in his own past. “If I could find a white man who had the Negro sound and the Negro feel,” he was saying in those days (as Huck Finn met the Riverboat Gambler), “I could make a billion dollars.” Harmonica Frank Floyd, a white man in his early forties, who held a harmonica in one side of his mouth and sang out of the other, was Sam Phillips’s first try.

			Harmonica Frank was never famous. Born in 1908 in Toccopola, Mississippi, a short ways from Elvis Presley’s birthplace in Tupelo, he was a drifter, who left home at the age of fourteen and bummed his way around the country for the next forty years, a man who came up with his own idea of the country’s music, black and white.

			In 1973, an old man, Frank wrote: “Just one thang I would love to say the first time I played a rock and roll tune on my oath I had never heard no one else do that type therefore I am almost sure I am the originator of rock and roll regardless of what you may have heard at the time I could not read or write music but now I can I am truly a hillbilly from the state of miss but have traveled all over played in old time vaudeville shows medicine shows on the streets barber shops court house lawns auctions sales woodman halls radios television you name it I’ve played it comedy fire eaters with carnivals tricks or magic so at least I’m an old showman picked cotton picked fruit dug mussel shells in Ark pan some gold in calif one time on KELW in Hollywood with Bustie steel and log cabin wranglers…

			“…You see I played rock and roll before I ever heard of elvis presley I saw him in memphis before he ever made a record with sam phillips on north main in memphis tennessee…”[*1]

			Frank cut many sides in 1951 for Phillips, who leased a few to Chess, the Chicago blues label. They didn’t sell. Phillips recorded two more tunes and put them out as a single on his own Sun label in 1954, just before Elvis Presley’s first record was released, but the disc went nowhere.

			Harmonica Frank’s music was a joke, mostly, because there was a little more money for a street singer who could make people laugh. Yet there was an edge to Frank’s music, a fool’s resistance to the only role he knew; and that, along with the vitality and invention of the sounds Frank made, was a key to the inarticulate desires shared by Sam Phillips and the impatient new audience whose presence he sensed. “Old Sam Phillips only had one thing to tell me,” Harmonica Frank says today. “Said it over and over. ‘Gimme something different. Gimme something unique.’ ”

			In his own way Harmonica Frank was as much a maniac as Little Richard. He sounded like a drunken clown who’s seen it all, remembers about half of that, and makes the rest up. He put together a style of country rock that did not really find an audience until years later, when Bob Dylan caught the same spirit and much of the sound with “Mixed-Up Confusion,” his first single, a lot of the Freewheelin’ album, and his “I Shall Be Free” songs. In a broader sense Frank can be heard every time a rocker’s secret smile breaks open: when Randy Newman sings from the bottom of a bottle, or when Levon Helm gurgles “Hee, hee!” in the middle of “Up on Cripple Creek,” the Band’s sexiest song.

			Harmonica Frank was perhaps the first of the rock ’n’ roll vocal contortionists—like Buddy Holly, Clarence “Frogman” Henry, and Bob Dylan—whose mission in life seemed to be the willful destruction of the mainstream tradition of popular singing and the smooth and self-assured way of life it was made to represent. Frank screeched, he bellowed, croaked, cackled, and moaned, carrying his songs and never mind about the tune. He was a noisemaker.

			What matters about Frank is the sense of freedom he brought to his music: a good-natured contempt for conventional patterns of life combined with a genius for transforming all that was smug and polite into absurdity. The result was a music of staggering weirdness, dimly anchored by the fatalism of the blues and powered by the pure delight of what was soon to be called rock ’n’ roll. Frank wasn’t sexy, like the rockabilly singers who were to make Sam Phillips’s fortune; he was more like a dirty old man. He was ribald, and he had a flair. “I am,” he growled in one of his numbers, “a howling tomcat.”

			His only Sun single was his best—“The Great Medical Menagerist,” a wonderful talking blues, backed by “Rockin’ Chair Daddy,” a first-rate piece of nonsense that really does set the stage for rock ’n’ roll. Here he reaches for falsettos, talks to himself, corrects himself, roaring into town

			Rock to Memphis, dance on Main

			Up stepped a lady and asked my name

			Rockin’ chair daddy don’t have to work

			I told her my name was on the tail of my shirt!

			and pounding away to the finish: “Never been to college, never been to school, if you want some rockin’ I’m a rockin’ fool!”

			“The Great Medical Menagerist” is simply a triumph. Probably a miniature autobiography, it is a catalogue of all the prim and decent people Frank made asses of, and of the jobs his fun cost him. The first lines have the perfection of myth:

			Ladies and gentlemens, cough white dodgers and

			little rabbit twisters, step right around closely,

			tell ya all about a wonderful medicine show I

			useta work with…

			“We have Doctor Donicker here with us,” he drawls, too sly to believe, “the Great Medical Menagerist…of the world.” That little pause charges the performance with wit and even menace; Frank sings with a squeak. Frank barely lets on that the menagerie is none other than Doctor Donicker’s audience, which is to say, his.

			His most compelling record was “Goin’ Away Walkin’,” one of the sides on Chess. It is a classic country blues, and a kind of final statement. If the form is blues, though, the spirit and the sound come from the high, lonely whine of the white mountain music that goes back to the Revolution. The notes seem to hang in the air like ghosts; the song is bitter, unrepentant, and free. “I ain’t gonna get married,” Frank Floyd sings. “I ain’t gonna settle down. I’m gonna walk the highway till my whiskers drags the ground.”

			That was his promise, and he kept it. Of all the characters who populate this book, only Harmonica Frank did more than keep the legend of Huckleberry Finn alive—he lived it out. He showed up, made his records, and lit out for the territory, banging his guitar and blowing his harp, dodging Greyhounds and working the fields, setting himself free from an oppression he never bothered to define.

			His humor, his cutting edge, came like Twain’s from that part of the American imagination that has always sneered at the limits imposed by manners; the strain that produced both obscenity and the tall tale, two forms of a secret revolt against the Puritans who founded the country and against the authority of their ghosts. It is a revolt against the hopeful morality of Twain’s aunts and the tiresomeness of Ben Franklin doing good and being right; a revolt against pomposity, and arrogance.

			And this revolt is powerful stuff, after all. How long would Ahab have lasted if he’d been up against a howling weirdo like Harmonica Frank instead of a dumb Christian like Starbuck?

			
				A Digression That May Prove

				Worthwhile to Those Readers

				Who Do Not Skip It

			

			Our latest Ahab almost had it both ways, because there was a lot of Harmonica Frank in Lyndon B. Johnson, once President of All the People; one of America’s secrets is that the dreams of Huck and Ahab are not always very far apart. Both of them embody an impulse to freedom, an escape from restraints and authority that sometimes seems like the only really American story there is. That one figure is passive and benign, the other aggressive and in the end malignant; the one full of humor and regret, and the other cold and determined never to look back; the one as unsure of his own authority as he is of anyone else’s, the other fleeing authority only to replace it with his own—all this hides the common bond between the two characters, and suggests how strong would be a figure who could put the two together. For all that is different about Ahab and Huck Finn, they are two American heroes who say, yes, they will go to hell if they have to.

			The obsessiveness and the wish for peace of mind that most easily set Ahab and Huck off from each other—on the surface, anyway—are cornerstones of how rock ’n’ roll works and what it is for, but we will find the two spirits together more often than not.

			LBJ had his year on the road, quitting college and hoboing his way out to California, digging ditches and washing dishes, finally coming home after having gone far enough to say, years later, that any member of his generation that hadn’t been a communist or a dropout wasn’t worth a damn. Deeply contemptuous of Eastern gentility (and attracted by it too), Johnson coupled a devastating talent for obscenity that no Easterner could match with an image of himself as a latter-day Pecos Bill; the American, Johnson might have been telling us, is alive only as long as he is uncivilized. Thus Johnson carefully received his guests on the toilet—the “donicker”—because it threw them off guard. Bob Dylan was pouting that even the President of the Yew-Nited States had to stand naked, but LBJ was way ahead of him: he forced heads of state to strip for a swim and got the upper hand. He showed his scar and the New York Review of Books never forgave him. He told them his name was on the tail of his shirt.

			But Johnson’s best defense was his verbal obscenity, that side of Huck that Twain left out of the book and kept for himself.

			Norman Mailer was the only one of Johnson’s adversaries who understood this side of the man, and so he took LBJ on with Why Are We in Vietnam? It was the most gloriously obscene book Mailer could write, a book whose hero was in fact a Texas Huck on his way to becoming a Texas Ahab, changing fast from a reckless kid into a killer. The job, Mailer knew, was to find the sources of Johnson’s power—not merely his political power, but his personal strength. That meant Mailer had to understand the language LBJ really spoke, and then beat him at his own game. And so the obscenity of Mailer’s book, at first so funny, so full of honest rebellion, becomes more and more cruel, until finally it is part and parcel with brutality, and murder.

			But Mailer didn’t win the fight with Lyndon Johnson. The richest, riskiest passages of his book cannot compare with the offhand remark Johnson made when he was asked why he had not told the people more about Vietnam: “If you have a mother-in-law with only one eye, and that eye is in the middle of her forehead, you don’t keep her in the living room.”[*2]

			If anything could redeem the arrogant obsessions of the man who introduced us to the obscenity of the burnt baby, it was a style of personal obscenity. This allowed Johnson to transcend, for a time, the self-righteousness (and righteousness pure and simple) of those who vilified him with every obscenity at their command. After all, compared to the crowds who hounded him with their mechanical chants, Lyndon Johnson was a poet.

			Perhaps, if the political language of America was as free as its secret language, LBJ could have made King Shit a title to be reckoned with. Perhaps, in the presidential election of our dreams, he could have beaten even Lenny Bruce.

			And maybe he would have kept Harmonica Frank on retainer, down there on the LBJ ranch.

			

			—

			Harmonica Frank’s music, like LBJ’s language, has a spirit that occasionally emerges to redeem those impulses in American life that are cold, bitter, and corrupt—just as that book about a river and a raft was meant to displace Mark Twain’s dread of what, hard into the Gilded Age, the country seemed eager to believe it was all about. The idea that the two Americas are separable, I suppose, is the heart of our romanticism.

			A good part of the impact of rock ’n’ roll had to do with its anachronistic essence, the way it seemed to come out of nowhere—the big surprise that trivialized the events that governed daily life. Rock ’n’ roll gave the kids who had seen no alternative but to submit to those events a little room to move. Any musicologist, neatly tracing the development of the music, can tell us that rock ’n’ roll did not come out of nowhere. But it sounded as if it did. It was one of those great twists of history that no one anticipated—no one, that is, except a few men like Sam Phillips, who were looking for it, looking for something to break the boredom they felt when they turned on the radio.

			Harmonica Frank was part of Phillips’s quest for the weird, and weird it had to be if it was to crack the ice that was seeping into Memphis in 1951. When Phillips looked at his town he must have seen the thousands of good country people, the people who worked hard and prayed harder, who had migrated to Memphis after World War II. They wanted a home that was safe, orderly, and respectable, and as far as the old wide-open riverboat town was concerned, they were perfectly satisfied to visit it in a museum. There was a sense that life was set in a pattern; winding down.

			“It seemed to me that Negroes were the only ones that had any freshness left in their music,” Phillips has said of those days when he was looking for a white man. Maybe it was a white man who sounded like a cross between a barnyard and a minstrel show—Harmonica Frank, say; maybe a cocky kid, child of those new Memphians, who sang a new kind of blues. Certainly it had to be someone who toyed with race, the deepest source of limits in the south.

			The alternative for Phillips, as a record producer, was the white country music of the Carter Family, Jimmie Rodgers, Hank Williams, Patsy Cline. But leaving aside the fact that Phillips was not likely to make a billion dollars on it, there was a problem with that music. It so perfectly expressed the acceptance and fatalism of its audience of poor and striving whites, blending in with their way of life and endlessly reinforcing it, that the music brought all it had to say to the surface, told no secrets, and had no use for novelty. It was conservative in an almost tragic sense because it carried no hope of change, only respite. By the early fifties this music was all limits. Country music was entertainment that made people feel better, as all true American folk music is before it is anything else, but at its deepest country music was a way of holding on to the values that were jeopardized by a changing postwar America. Country music lacked the confidence to break things open because it was not even sure it could find space to breathe. Hank Williams was eloquent, but his eloquence could not set him free from the life he sang about; he died proving it, overdosing in the back of a car, on his way to one more show.

			Phillips had not even worked out the sound he wanted; it was music toward which he was only groping, and most important, ready to accept. Frank Floyd, a white man with some life in him, whose music wasn’t exactly blues but was too strange to peddle as anything else, couldn’t have sounded less like Hank Williams (though he might have picked up some of his twinkle from Jimmie Rodgers, whom he met on the road years before). Maybe Frank’s music was something that would make people take notice if they heard him on the radio, which they rarely did; whatever it was, it was music to turn things around a bit—a clue to what Phillips was looking for, to what made rock ’n’ roll happen and to what keeps it alive.

			What Phillips was looking for
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