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Introduction: Ramblin’ on My Mind

On April 10, 1967, Paul McCartney visited Brian Wilson at a Hollywood recording studio. Wilson was the leader of the Beach Boys, who had released the landmark album Pet Sounds less than a year earlier. He now toiled away on Pet Sounds’ follow-up, “a teenage symphony to God” he called SMiLE, which was already several months overdue. When McCartney arrived, Wilson was working on a light-hearted ode to healthy eating called “Vege-Tables,” and he invited McCartney to munch on some celery as part of its rhythm track. McCartney happily obliged, and then sat at the piano to play “She’s Leaving Home.” Wilson was amazed by the beauty of McCartney’s song, which would appear a few months later on the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Compared to the music McCartney played, which was taken from an album that was largely finished and being mixed down, Wilson’s music sounded tentative and incomplete. “You’d better hurry up!” McCartney reputedly called out before leaving the studio, in a gesture of friendly competitiveness.

But it was too late. After countless hours in the studio, Wilson lost his way with SMiLE and didn’t finish it until thirty-seven years later; meanwhile, Sgt. Pepper was released in the spring of 1967 to widespread acclaim. Sgt. Pepper marked the first major rock album grounded in a conceptual structure that went beyond a mere collection of pop songs and to be recognized as such. The rock music world virtually changed overnight. The editors of CashBox—a now-defunct music industry magazine that once rivaled Billboard—noted this less than three weeks after Sgt. Pepper’s release. On May 20, 1967, CashBox featured a lead editorial titled “Another Old Way Out The Window.” They write how not too long ago, soon after a performing artist had a hit single, “a label would have in its possession a number of sides—usually of questionable substance—that could speedily be added to the hit single (and, of course, its flipside) and—presto!—an LP was on the market.” But this was all changing. “While the old-way generally meant an LP that offered the hit act in a rather generalized manner,” they continued, “the present trend enables the producer of his recordings to take his cues from the successful recording and build an entire LP concept behind it.”1 In time, the “LP concept” became codified as the concept album.

The earliest use of the term “concept album” I can find in print is from the October 25, 1961, issue of Variety. It appears in a small, uncredited piece titled “Korvette Mulls Own Indie Label” about a discount department store chain starting a new record division. The company’s buyer speculated that “the line would most likely be a standard-priced set up and would probably specialize in ‘concept’ albums like singalongs, percussions and whatever particular strong trend develops.”2 Outside of a short-lived record label in the mid-1960s called Concept LPs, I cannot find the term again until after Sgt. Pepper’s release.

On November 19, 1967, Topy Malagaris wrote in The Chicago Tribune about the Chicago music scene. She interviewed a few record producers who “agreed that to become a best seller, a record must be a hit if a single, and must have a concept if an album. They gave the Beatles’ ‘Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’ album as an example of a concept album.”3 No further explanation of what constitutes a concept album is given. A definition appears a month later in the December 9, 1967, issue of Record World when discussing the Rolling Stones’ Their Satanic Majesties Request. “Rather than merely a collection of unrelated songs,” the unknown writer explains, “their new LP (which was nine months in the making) is a concept album, ‘an integrated and ethereal experience with cosmic quality.’ ”4

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the concept album as “a (rock) album featuring songs which express a unified theme or idea.”5 The earliest example OED cites is a New York Times article from June 2, 1968, by legendary rock critic Paul Nelson entitled “ ‘Rock Is Too Serious,’ Say The Who.” Published exactly one year after the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band was released in America, the album hangs over rock music like an albatross. Nelson writes:



It may or may not be true that “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band” has made the themeless rock LP obsolete, but certainly no one can minimize the influence of the Beatles’ masterwork in terms of album conceptualization, intellectualism, and structure. Although the death notices for the random rock collection may be greatly exaggerated, it is more than coincidence that such recent releases as “The Who Sell Out” … fit squarely into the mainstream of the new “concept album” genre.



At this point, the implications of the concept album were still up for grabs. “Having a form for an album seems to be what is happening,” the Who’s Pete Townshend explained, “and we wanted a form for ours which would be … very humoristic.”6 Ironically, as Townshend chastised rock for taking itself too seriously, the Who were about to begin recording Tommy, the first major rock opera—and for some, the archetypal “serious” rock album.

Oddly, it appears that Rolling Stone, the epicenter of rock journalism, didn’t use the exact term “concept album” until their June 8, 1970, issue. In it, Greil Marcus penned an infamous review of Bob Dylan’s Self-Portrait, which is now far more famous for its opening words—“What is this shit?”—than for its use of “concept album” buried deep within. As Marcus parses through what the album signifies, he suggests at one point that “ ‘Self-Portrait’ is a concept album from the cutting room floor.”7 When I wrote Marcus to ask about his use of this term and its origins, he responded: “I have no idea where the term originated. If I was using it in 1970 then it was already a commonplace [term].”8 Indeed, the use of the word had been in the rock lexicon for roughly three years by then—and was familiar enough to causally throw away in a passing aside about an inscrutable album. It was already both an achievement and a put-on.

The concept album had roots far deeper than rock and roll music. A decade after Thomas Edison invented the phonograph in 1877, German-American engineer Emile Berliner patented the gramophone, which used discs instead of cylinders to hold and play recorded sounds. In 1904, Columbia Records introduced the first two-sided disc; the following decade, discs would overtake cylinders in the first media format war. The 78-revolutions per minute (RPM) 10-inch shellac disc became the default standard unit of recorded sound, holding about four minutes on each side. This worked fine for singles, but anything longer had to be packaged in multi-disc set. The term “record album” was coined because the boxy solution resembled something closer to a classic photo album than to the slick 12-inch package we’re used to today.

At first albums were only for classical music, but by the end of the 1930s, things began to change. In April 1938, a musical operetta called The Cradle Will Rock was released on Musicraft Records, in which members of the original Broadway cast performed their parts while composer-librettist Marc Blitzstein narrated the work to fill in the story. Today, it is generally considered the first cast recording album. The record is just that, a record—the preservation of a stage play that condensed the work into an album that could be followed as a narrative. The Cradle Will Rock not only paved the way for the album as a vehicle of storytelling, but for every cast album ever since. Rodgers and Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! solidified the genre, when the original 1943 Broadway cast and orchestra recorded a six-disc album soundtrack of the show; it became the first album to sell over a million copies. The musical soundtrack became a cornerstone of the album industry, with musical, film, and television soundtracks providing the best-selling album of nearly every year until rock and roll emerged as the most popular album genre in the mid-1960s.

The earliest precursor to the modern rock concept album is Woody Guthrie’s Dust Bowl Ballads, a two-volume 78-RPM album that consisted of a combined twelve songs on six discs. Recorded and released by RCA Victor in 1940, Dust Bowl Ballads featured Guthrie performing solo with his acoustic guitar and harmonica, singing songs he wrote while traveling throughout the Great Depression’s Dust Bowl. But Dust Bowl Ballads is more than an album—it’s a historical document. This was a song cycle of ballads about real dust storms and the people on which they wreaked havoc. But what could have been an endless litany of dust, death, and destruction is saved by Guthrie’s versatility. There are many sobering songs, but also flashes of humor (“Talkin’ Dust Bowl Blues”), reimagined spirituals (“I Ain’t Got No Home in This World Anymore”), outlaw songs (“Vigilante Man”), oral histories (“The Great Dust Storm”), and even a two-part epic (“Tom Joad,” based on The Grapes of Wrath film). Although Dust Bowl Ballads was not promoted by RCA and sold fewer than a thousand copies in its initial release, its influence in hindsight has been incalculable. Every singer who picks up an acoustic guitar and a harmonica rack from Bob Dylan and Johnny Cash on down to Bruce Springsteen and Beck are a disciple of this album.

Dust Bowl Ballads was an artistic and commercial outlier—it only sold to an exceedingly small folk intelligentsia and would not be heard by any sort of critical mass until the folk music revival of the mid-1960s. The postwar public typically opted for what we now call “The Great American Songbook”—well-crafted songs written by professional songwriters who once populated the New York City offices of Tin Pan Alley—which were then interpreted by jazz singers and pop crooners. Among the most prescient of these latter recording artists was Frank Sinatra. In March of 1946, Sinatra released his first album, The Voice of Frank Sinatra, on Columbia Records. Sentimental ballads like “You Go to My Head,” “These Foolish Things (Remind Me of You),” and “(I Don’t Stand) A Ghost of a Chance (With You)” help to craft an intimate, lovelorn listening experience that held together like few pop albums before. While Sinatra did not write these songs—they were all pop standards—he approached them in a way that conveyed a greater mood that reached beyond the songs themselves.

At the time, Sinatra was recording for Columbia Records, which was also exploring the artistic potential of the album. In 1948, Columbia introduced the 33⅓ long-playing record with microgroove technology, which allowed for more songs to fit on the side of a record with better fidelity. Although this format is now associated with the 12-inch record, which holds about twenty minutes per side, initially 12-inch records were only used for classical music. Popular music releases were issued as 10-inch records, which held about twelve minutes per side. The first popular music album ever released in the new long-playing format was an LP reissue of The Voice of Frank Sinatra, containing four songs on each side. The future of recorded sound now spun at 33 and a ⅓ revolutions per minute.

Despite Sinatra’s initial success, by the early 1950s his popularity was in decline and he was dropped by Columbia. Sinatra staged a comeback in 1953, which led to a new deal with Capitol Records. In 1954, his first album for Capitol, Songs for Young Lovers, was a set of playful tunes of new love, featuring arranger Nelson Riddle conducting the orchestra. A following album, Swing Easy! continued the trend, with one key distinction—Riddle, who largely had only conducted the orchestra on Songs for Young Lovers, now also wrote the arrangements. Both albums were issued as 10-inch, eight-song discs.

Sinatra’s third album for Capitol, In the Wee Small Hours, broke the mold. Released in April 1955, the album was Sinatra’s first 12-inch long-playing record, which allowed for nearly fifty minutes of music, spread across sixteen songs. For the first time, Sinatra had the space to inhabit his album and set the scene for the listener like an installation artist. For his part, Riddle kept the arrangements soft and sparse, matching Sinatra’s desolate tone. Sinatra sings like the last patron of a late-night bar closing all around him, nursing one more drink and smoking one last cigarette, lost in a reverie of regret and sorrow. Sinatra was at the peak of his powers as a singer, his voice having grown deeper and more conversational than in his earlier period, which allowed him to shade his vocals with a masterful nuance. Sinatra would collaborate with Riddle to release many other classic theme albums from Songs for Swinging Lovers! in 1956 to Sings for Only the Lonely in 1958 and beyond, but In the Wee Small Hours was the first and most influential.

With Sinatra leading the way, the concept album rolled on, although the term had not yet codified. Many places used the term “idea album.” In Billboard’s “Dealer-Jockey Report” for March 1956—an advertising page from Columbia Records slyly designed to look like a tip sheet—the label promotes pop singer Peggy King’s Wish Upon a Star album: “Did you know that Columbia’s ‘WISH UPON A STAR’ album is a true-to-life musical biography of a young singer’s rise to fame? The circumstances could belong to almost any top female vocalist today, but in this case it is the authentic history of Peggy King. It’s not just an assortment of songs but an ‘idea’ album with musical and story continuity.”9 In this phrase, it’s the concept that drives the album.

This is not the case for a similar term also used in this period: “album concept.” On September 9, 1957, Billboard reviewed French composer Guy Luypaerts’ Music of the Danube: “These sides comprise music one might hear along … the noted river. This in itself is a good album concept, lending itself to merchandising and giving the clerk something to talk about.”10 Despite being the inverse of “concept album,” the term “album concept” wasn’t as strong because the emphasis was placed on the concept, not the album. The result is a term that sounds more like the concept is one aspect of the greater album, as opposed to the engine powering the album.

In the new decade, ambitions only grew. On September 5, 1960, Capitol Records took out an ad in Billboard, which declared: “An exciting, unique album by Nat King Cole: ‘Wild Is Love,’ ” promising something “completely new in concept with unlimited merchandising opportunities.”11 A week later, Capitol Records ran a new ad, which described about how “each song a different facet of a delightful romance” and is “woven into a refreshing love story, charmingly narrated by Nat himself.”12 In the September 19th issue, Billboard reviewed the album: “Here’s a really de luxe [sic] hunk of packaging including a 24-page bound-in book containing a story all about young love. It has loads of photos of gorgeous gals and the song titles … are based on the page by page episodes in the story.”13

Wild Is Love stood out not only because it offered a complete narrative listening experience with both story narration and photographs illustrating it, but it was seen as potential source material for a Broadway musical starring Cole. While the musical didn’t come to fruition, a television special was made based on this album and featured Cole, though it didn’t air in America until 1964. Wild Is Love then flips the script on how albums are made. Instead of musicals conceived for the stage and made into soundtrack albums, here was an album conceived as a story that could be turned into musical, paving the way for concept albums-turned-musicals like the Who’s Tommy and Green Day’s American Idiot.

By the end of the 1950s, one of the most fruitful genres for the concept album was country music. With its recurring themes of trains, honky-tonks, and the Wild West, it was only natural to step from the single song to the full-length album. Among the first and most influential albums was Marty Robbins’ 1959 release Gunfighter Ballads and Trail Songs. Mixing classic cowboy songs with originals like “Big Iron” and his signature “El Paso,” Robbins conjured an easy western terrain, with a smooth polish that belied his tales of death and an unforgiving landscape. A few months later, the Louvin Brothers released Satan Is Real. While the album is best remembered for its over-the-top cover—featuring the white-suited Louvin Brothers in the fiery pits of hell standing in front of a 12-foot-tall cartoon cutout of Satan—the music inside was no joke: twelve testimonies to the power of Christian religion and the perils of the devil.

However, the country singer of this period who most closely associated with the genre’s concept albums is Johnny Cash. In 1960, Cash released Ride This Train, which documents a train ride through American land and history. Released a month before Nat King Cole’s Wild Is Love, the songs are linked by Cash’s spoken interludes setting up each song. By the mid-1960s, Cash was well on his way of making classic theme albums for Columbia: the labor songs of Blood, Sweat and Tears (1963), Bitter Tears: Ballads of the American Indian (1964), and Johnny Cash Sings the Ballads of the True West (1965). All were commercial hits and put Cash on the creative forefront of the album industry.

While Johnny Cash explored the American West through his albums, instrumental jazz was at the forefront of a more subtle kind of exploration. Jazz had long been a hotbed of album innovation at least since Duke Ellington’s extended Black, Brown and Beige suite (1946) and Benny Goodman’s The Famous 1938 Carnegie Hall Jazz Concert (1950), both of which showed the potential of musical statements on the 78-RPM album and the 33⅓ album, respectively. By the end of the 1950s, albums such as Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue (1959) and Charles Mingus’s Mingus Ah Um (1959) were among the greatest and most creative albums of their time. Each one reached a level of unity and sophistication far beyond the typical collection of songs on an album.

The story of the jazz concept album could comprise an entire book. And just as Sgt. Pepper blew things wide open in the rock world, John Coltrane’s A Love Supreme played a similar role in jazz. Recorded in a single day—December 9, 1964—and released the following month, it remains one of the finest albums ever made. With Coltrane’s tenor saxophone leading the way for Jimmy Garrison’s bass, Elvin Jones’s drums, and McCoy Tyner’s piano, the album was conceived as a four-part pilgrimage through music and prayer: “Part 1: Acknowledgement,” “Part 2: Resolution,” “Part 3: Pursuance,” and “Part 4: Psalm.” “This album is a humble offering to Him,” Coltrane wrote in the original liner notes. “An attempt to say ‘THANK YOU GOD’ through our work, even as we do in our hearts and with our tongues. May He help and strengthen all men in every good endeavor.” In using secular music as a vehicle to reach sacred understanding, A Love Supreme paved the way for albums like the Who’s Tommy, Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going On, and The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill, as well as any other works that used the long-playing record as a means of crafting a transcendental spiritual experience.

A Love Supreme came out in January 1965. For much of the year that followed, the two biggest rock influences of the decade—the Beatles and Bob Dylan—inspired each other to make some of rock and roll’s finest music. The Beatles absorbed the musical (and medicinal) lessons of Bob Dylan, as they were amazed by his introspective folk music. Meanwhile, Dylan was inspired by the Beatles to return to rock music after abandoning it for folk in the early 1960s. The following months would find Dylan creating his rebirth as a rock and roll icon—releasing songs like “Subterranean Homesick Blues” and “Like a Rolling Stone,” and “plugging in” for a controversial live set at the 1965 Newport Folk Festival.

Meanwhile, the Beatles spent 1965 deepening their sound and widening their musical pallet, delivering Rubber Soul in early December. More than any other rock album before it, Rubber Soul felt of one piece—a more mature, mellower feel that was adventurous in sound and unified in spirit. From the cryptic, sitar-filled “Norwegian Wood (This Bird Has Flown)” to the effortless pop of “Michelle,” the evocatively dire “Think for Yourself,” and the bittersweet “In My Life,” every track had its own identity without disrupting the flow of the whole work. Beatles producer George Martin recalled that Rubber Soul reflected “a new, growing Beatles to the world. For the first time we began to think of albums as art on their own, as complete entities.”14

Brian Wilson noticed the change. “A whole album with all good stuff …” he remembered marveling at Rubber Soul. “I suddenly realized that the recording industry was getting so free and intelligent. We could go into new things—string quartets, autoharps, and instruments from another culture. I decided right then: I’m gonna try that, where a whole album becomes a gas. I’m gonna make the greatest rock ’n’ roll album ever made!”15 Wilson set about making his album in the mold of his producer hero Phil Spector, who stacked countless tracks of instruments and voices to create his signature “Wall of Sound” in classics like the Crystals’ “He’s a Rebel” and the Ronettes’ “Be My Baby.” But where Spector mostly used this technique to craft singles, Wilson used it to build an album, Pet Sounds. The resulting music of “Wouldn’t It Be Nice,” “Sloop John B,” and “God Only Knows” is absolutely stunning. Some call Pet Sounds a concept album—and I for one hear it as a single narrative—but the album’s creators were focused more on mood than narrative, never intending it to be a single story about two lovers. In the end, Pet Sounds, like Rubber Soul, is an essential stepping-stone to the rock concept album, but is not quite one in and of itself.

So, what is a concept album? For our purposes here, a concept album is an album that takes you on a journey by virtue of its unifying mood, theme, narrative, and/or underlying idea. When we talk about concept albums, we are talking about art, which generally requires some degree of intention on the part of the artist. There are some common traits for a concept album. They are generally a studio album or new songs recorded by one artist, as opposed to a live album or a compilation gathering older songs by one or more artists. A concept album’s songs often run together in one or more suites, and sometimes have a central song or theme that is reprised before the end (often in the second-to-last or final song). Finally, the concept album usually has artwork tying the work together. To keep things from getting too unwieldy, I stuck with what I term popular music—which is essentially rock, pop, soul, and hip-hop. Albums from other genres like jazz, country, and reggae were considered but ultimately left out to keep things streamlined.

As we have seen, the concept album was not a format invented by rock and roll, but rather a loose structure that rock music built upon and perfected. Rock music came from its own rambling tradition—including train-hopping brakemen like Jimmie Rodgers, blues journeymen like Robert Johnson, western folk musicians like Woody Guthrie, north-bound blues singers like Muddy Waters, and wandering lost souls like Hank Williams—all of whom collectively helped to birth a music that was as restless as their itinerant lives. For a music that came from a thousand endless roads, rock and roll was the sound of breaking free. When Elvis Presley sang “I’m leaving home, now, baby!” on his first single, “That’s All Right” in mid-1954, he took the history of the music with him.

And so it was until rock music lost its own path towards the end of the 1950s, with nearly all of its key figures hitting a dead-end: Elvis was in the Army, Chuck Berry was in jail, Little Richard was in the ministry, Jerry Lee Lewis was in disgrace, and Buddy Holly was in the graveyard. A new generation emerged with music epitomized by songs like Dion’s “The Wanderer,” which took a once-dangerous music and sanitized it as empty fun. Several major new movements would save rock and roll in the mid-1960s—namely, the influences of the Beatles and their British Invasion counterparts, as well as Bob Dylan and his folk-steeped contemporaries. The key element for the rock concept album was the introduction of psychedelic drugs, which internalized traveling done through rock music from a literal physical journey into a surreal psychological one. While Robert Johnson once famously sang about rambling on one’s mind, the rock concept album introduced rambling in one’s mind. The concept album provided a format in which one could take an extended “trip” through music without ever having to ingest a hallucinogen. Through the concept album, rock and roll transcends itself from a music to be enjoyed to a music to be experienced, and the album is the canvas for this expression.

But this isn’t a book of the greatest or most influential concept albums (although it includes many of them). These are simply twenty-five examples of the concept album spread across a half century to map the artform’s development. I chose one album per artist, while also trying to get a wide variety of artists and styles. There are omissions you may find unforgiveable—The Kinks Are the Village Green Preservation Society, Yes’s Tales from Topographic Oceans, Randy Newman’s Good Old Boys, or Genesis’s The Lamb Lies Down on Broadway, all of which and more were strongly considered for this book—but this is not intended to be the end-all, be-all history of the concept album. Instead, it is the opening of a conversation, the first steps of a greater journey. This is a story of fifty years of artists reaching back and forth through time in an extended dialogue, contributing their own innovations and creativity to the dialogue. In other words, it’s not so much a narrative as it is a collective journey—one that takes the most popular technological artifact of recorded sound, the long-playing rock and roll record, and spins it into art.
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