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Introduction

With a reported audience of over 73 million people, the impact the Beatles’ first appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show had on popular music is well documented. Ushering in the British Invasion, the excitement (or rather, hysteria) the Fab Four generated paved the way for other English rock groups and musical artists to visit U.S. shores, affecting national sale charts and dominating radio airplay. “Beatlemania” was everywhere, and American culture took note. Paul, John, George and Ringo’s influence shaped teen hairstyles, fashion, and slang and their visages adorned an incredible array of merchandise. Their enormous popularity spawned an entire garage band revolution leading to the sales of musical instruments reaching all-time highs. With so many dollars to be had, industries of all verticals looked to capitalize. Within a year, television did so by broadcasting in prime time two shows—Shindig and Hullabaloo— devoted solely to the popular music of the day.

The precursor of all rock and roll shows, of course, was American Bandstand. Although it had premiered in Philadelphia in 1952 it didn’t debut nationally until 1957, when it faced competition from Baltimore’s The Buddy Deane Show. Both programs, however, were relegated to afternoon hours. Alan Freed’s The Big Beat debuted nationally in prime time in 1957, but the first credited appearance of a rock and roll group on prime time network television was, perhaps not coincidentally, also on a program hosted by Sullivan—Toast of the Town—when, in August 1955, Bill Haley & His Comets performed ‘Rock Around the Clock’. In November 1955, Bo Diddley appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show. Elvis Presley shook things up after his performance of ‘Hound Dog’ on The Steve Allen Show in July 1956, leading to an appearance a year later on Sullivan’s program. Either Allen or Sullivan would feature other early rock and rollers, including Buddy Holly, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Fats Domino.

While rock and roll music performances aired during prime time hours weren’t necessarily a new thing before the Fab Four’s Ed Sullivan Show appearance on February 9, 1964, the performances were primarily limited to live acts on either variety or music-oriented shows, or fictional non-rock and roll groups portrayed by actors essaying the roles in sitcoms like The Andy Griffith Show. The one notable exception was The Adventures of Ozzie & Harriet. Ricky Nelson had played a major roll on his father’s scripted television program since 1952 but secured a music career while acting on the program. In April 1957, in an episode titled “The Drummer”, Nelson performed Fats Domino’s ‘I’m Walkin’” while sitting in with fictional group the Tommy Jackson Band (interestingly, instead of “rock and roll”, the music was referred to as “rhythm and blues”). Nelson scored a string of hits during the late ‘50s and early ‘60s and often performed his latest single during episodes throughout the series until it had run its course in 1966. Many of Nelson’s (and band, featuring guitarist James Burton) performances were filmed separately and simply inserted at the end
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