
  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 For Sherry, of course






“Look, just one time I'd like to see any one of those assholes try and do what I do. Just once let one of them write a song to show how they feel and sing it in front of ten, let alone 10,000 or 100,000 people. I'd like to see them just try that one time.”




— Bob Dylan, quoted in Rolling Stone, 1978













Book reviewers being mentioned, he said: “I have never acknowledged printed praise though sometimes I longed to embrace the glowing image of this or that paragon of discernment; and I have never bothered to lean out of my window and empty my skoramis on some poor hack’s pate. I regard both the demolishment and the rave with like detachment.”






— Pale Fire, Vladimir Nabokov
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  Introduction: Why Lists?


  


The listicle has always been with us, journalistically speaking. In Poor Richard's Almanack you can find pages of adages to live by. They are of varying usefulness: "He that speaks much, is much mistaken"; "Men and melons are hard to know." And what are the Ten Commandments but the original listicle?


I think most would agree that, pace Benjamin Franklin, the format came into its own in the 1960s and '70s. when Cosmopolitan famously offered its readers features like "10 Ways To Get a Man," "10 Sizzling Ways To Please Your Man in Bed," and so on. It was all in good fun and seemed to serve readers well. The listicle came back with a vengeance in the late 2000s, when Buzzfeed and a lot of Buzzfeed manqués brought the things into a horrific pass. The Wall Street Journal ran a story saying that Buzzfeed was running 30 or 40 listicles daily at the time.


No remotely serious web site should be begrudged the machinations it uses to attract readers. But of course the utility of some of these listicles was remote, and many threatened to pulverize brain cells. I have a particular memory of something like, "Five Things Beyoncé Revealed on Jimmy Fallon Last Night, You Won't Believe Number Four!" — complete with run-on sentence.


♪ ♫ ♪



 


In this context I should explain how the lists in this book came about. I owe Lane Brown, my editor at New York magazine, a lot of thanks. When I first talked to him about doing a story ranking every Led Zeppelin song, I didn't want it just to be a list with a sentence or two after each entry. That was the style of a lot of those completist listicles at the time. I wanted it to be substantive, and tell a story along the way. So it looked like a listicle from the link, and was definitely a list, but it was actually long and fairly in depth, and at least tried to capture some of the themes running through the band's output. But in theory it would be fun to read, a lot of enjoyable information could be imparted, and maybe the whole thing would work on a meta level, in the way it seemed dumb and superficial but really wasn't. Would that work? I think it did and Lane let me do a few more over the years.


Led Zeppelin actually turned out to be the most superficial one. They kinda got out of control. For the Clash, for example, I of course had to explain the rise of punk, which encompassed everything from Dadaesque theory to Marxist politics to fashion, and then to the band members' individual backgrounds, and then to the chaos of their career, and then to the slow-motion dissolution of the band, all of this of course set into the larger and more important tale of their artistic evolution. The lists got longer and longer and longer.


♪ ♫ ♪



 



Editors don't get enough credit. Lane, the magazine's arts editor, had to herd metaphorical journalistic cats of every persnickety breed  across multiple genres — music, film, theater, TV, whatever — daily. He reminded me a lot of Ira Robbins, the editor of the Trouser Press music guides. You could work for weeks or months on a piece, and double- and triple-check every possible fucking thing to measure up to his and the magazine's standards. And yet still Lane could come back seemingly in a flash, finding innumerable typos, fixing an equal number of turgid sentences, and correcting a handful or two of mistakes obvious and not so obvious. I can't thank him and Adam Moss, the magazine's editor, enough for their patience and support.


The last decade or two has not of course been an ideal environment for long-form journalism of any type, but I think we hacked the system a little bit. Vulture released its list of the biggest stories on the site in 2017, and my Beatles list, more than 20,000 words long, came in third or fourth.


In any case, for New York and Vulture I did Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, the Clash, the Beatles, and Michael Jackson. I also got to do a ranking of every act in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, which is a reported endeavor based on many interviews with hall execs and committee members. It gets longer with each passing hall of fame induction class, and is now more than 40,000 words. For this collection I've added that and two new, never-before-published lists, of Nirvana and the Eagles. The careers of both, of course, were, uh, eventful.


One aspect of the lists I like is that the accounts of the band's histories are based not on Wikipedia, but my own collection of biographies, rock books generally, older in-depth articles that aren't readily available on the web, and sometimes personal reporting. There are simply insane stories buried in some of these books. There are also a lot of contemporary testimonies that, over the years, have been expurgated or entirely changed by the artists in question. The expurgated versions then become the new reality.


  Another thing. I'm interested in those critical moments in the artists' lives that for whatever reason get forgotten or glossed over.


  There's this, for example, from the Pink Floyd ranking, detailing a pivotal moment in the band's history:


One of my favorite moments in the Pink Floyd story is when, after Animals, the other guys in the group decided they’d had just about enough of Roger Waters’s overbearing dominance. They were emboldened by the fact that they’d just recorded two of the biggest albums of the era, and were feeling pretty good moneywise. They’d done what they’d set out to do, and now was the time to let Waters know they were through with his Great Artiste Asshole act. Boy, was he going to be surprised!



If this were a scene in This Is Spinal Tap, the band would be assembling in a room to give Waters the bad news when … the phone would ring, informing the members that — due to incoherently planned and overambitious tours, a lack of tax planning, bad investments, and inadequate oversight of their accountants — they were basically broke. At which point the members were all ears to hear what their resident genius would gift to them next. “A two-record rock-opera epic about an unhappy rock star rather like yourself, you say? Sounds intriguing!”


  Stuff like that to me is a lot more interesting than the usual "the band decided to get back to basics"-esque narratives we generally get fed.


  A funny thing about the lists is that they work only for certain bands. The stories of the Clash, Nirvana or the Eagles — from the chaos to the pratfalls — are dramatic and sometimes hilarious. There’s lots of crazy stuff to write about. Hard to see that all working for R.E.M., say, or U2. Four decent guys get together and stay together, operating with some modicum of professional and artistic probity along the way. Where's the fun in that? Much more interesting to read about how the Eagles' Henley and Frey, having broken into warring camps and both having built themselves a home studio, fought over where this or that track from The Long Run would be recorded, each disparaging the other's facility behind his back.


♪ ♫ ♪



 



  I should note that some people get mad at the lists, the rankings, or the accompanying opinions. You're welcome to, of course, but you really shouldn't. Jim DeRogatis and I had a radio show back in Chicago, and we disagreed on just about everything the other person said. But we tried to highlight, as we interacted with each other and our callers, that everyone gets to have their say. The rankings don't matter and neither, really, do the opinions. I'm just trying to express an interesting thought, hopefully in an interesting way. Not text, but texture, as the noted poet John Shade once wrote.


  And to some, the analysis will seem a little too sharp. We live in an age of what's come to be called popism, sometimes poptimism, a strain of criticism that in recent years has come to dominate the discourse in pop music. In the rock world, every new album by Bruce Springsteen, say, or the Stones, shows the artist back in top rockin' form. In the pop world, stars are treated as titans, bravely fighting off (!) popularity, or this or that (generally invented, imaginary, or inflated) challenge, and always ending up triumphant, with the critic sitting back, helplessly impressed by the artist's bravura handling of the matter.


  You can argue about this if you want — and oh boy are the popists a bit jut-jawed about it all — but it's really not a matter of debate. Take a look at Metacritic some day. Go to movies, and you'll see a list of recent films with various green, yellow and red boxes, indicating if the reviews are good, middling or bad respectively. Go to music and … everything's green! Negative reviews, for all intents and purposes, don't exist any more. Everyone's special, and everyone gets assessed on their own terms or, worse, viewed entirely in the context of their own image-making.


  The trouble with that, to me, and I would think for you the reader, is that those writers aren't on your side. They are on the side of the artists, their publicists and their labels, and have basically become part of the cheerleading squad. I like a lot of the artists I write about, but I don't owe them anything. My allegiance is to the reader; and to you I'm going to try to explain what I'm thinking, hopefully in a fun way.


  The media world is hugely unstable of course right now, and all of us are flooded with dubious facts and opinions. The saddest thing about it all is that we all need honest opinions and facts to help us all make our way in the world. A rock review probably isn't as important as politics, I guess, but the principle is the same; read a bunch of opinions, do your own analysis — and let us know what you think. I'm interested.


 

♪ ♫ ♪



 



  Send comments or complaints — or let me know about any mistakes, which I'll jump to correct — to hitsville@gmail.com or let me know at hitsville.bsky.social. (I'm not on Twitter and you shouldn't be either.)


  






CHAPTER 8




Have a Cigar




Every Artist in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, Ranked



 


 


This ranking was originally published in 2018 and is based on
extensive interviews with Rock and Roll Hall of Fame executives and nominating
committee members. It was updated and revised yearly, most recently in 2026,
with that year's inductees included. 


 


There
shouldn’t be a Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. The idea of a bunch of
self-satisfied music-industry fat cats in tuxedos having rock stars assemble
for a command performance in the Waldorf Astoria Ballroom once a year was
precisely the sort of thing rock was created to be the antidote to. 


There is
nothing less rock and roll than a Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.


Fairly early
on in the hall's evolution Jim DeRogatis and I, on our Chicago radio show,
annually bemoaned and ridiculed the operation's very existence. I felt then
that it was only going to become more of a menace as the years passed. I had no
inkling at all though of how preposterous it would become. 


Back then, it
was a boy's club of Atlantic Record czar Ahmet Ertegun and his longtime friend,
Rolling Stone publisher Jann Wenner. They were an old guard, sure, but both had
unassailable rock and roll credentials. My issue was the very idea of the hall,
not that there weren't great rock artists. Who could have predicted that the
very idea of what a great rock artist could be would be so infantilized in the
decades to come? There were other critics of the hall, of course — but did
anyone even predict that Lionel Richie would at some future point be ushered in
and that God herself would not respond by striking the Cleveland edifice with
lightning in response? 


All of that
said, there are serious questions to be asked about the hall as it passes its
fortieth year. How well has the hall functioned? Has it done its job well,
within its ridiculous premise? The rankings below are made solely on the basis
of the appropriateness of each artist’s induction, not their baseline quality
or my personal fondness for the artists in question. In other words: Was the
act influential? Were they the first? Are they simply brilliant, on an almost
cosmic level, at whatever it is they do? Those to me are considerations that
make for a hall of fame band. (There are a few bands I personally like a lot on
the bottom half of the list.) I have one further criterion, too: Was their
career worthy of being in a hall of fame? There are some acts, a few fairly
influential, whom I’ve downgraded, basically for being dinks. You may disagree,
but it’s my list.


And, yeah, I
know there’s an argument to be made that there aren’t enough women in the hall.
It’s actually a more complex issue than it seems. More on that anon.


Again, for years the hall was run as
something of a private fiefdom by Ertegun and Wenner. The pair had their
foibles, prejudices and scams. But the place was set up to honor excellence,
with no mention of commercial success. and stories abounded of this or that
relatively popular but critically derided band essentially being told that they
would never see the inside of the hall. 


The story of how those intentions were
weakened, and finally dispensed with, is told below. Wenner left a few years
ago and the de facto head of the operation is now John Sykes, a veteran of MTV
and most recently a top exec at iHeartMedia, which is what Clear Channel
renamed itself after it destroyed its brand by debauching the nation's pop
radio industry. (Forgive my long memory, but it's also the company that spawned
Live Nation.) This was a little like putting a guy from the Soylent Green
Corporation in charge of human resources. 


Sykes has gotten some high marks in
some areas; he has, for example, increased the number of women on the hall's
nominating committee, hopefully putting to a permanent end to that boy's club.
(That phrase, "boy's club" is sometimes used cavalierly. The Rock and
Roll Hall of Fame nominating committee literally welcomed Phil Spector back
after he'd shot a woman in the face.) There have been other less important
tweaks as well. 


But the one thing that has definitely
marked the Sykes era is that the criteria by which acts are brought into the
hall has plainly changed. This has played out in three different ways. For the
first, popular rock artists of no particular import or influence are now
welcomed in with open arms, and the sooner the better. You can see the
businessman's logic: "Wait, you're telling me there are popular bands out
there that people will shell out $40 to see at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame
in Cleveland and … you're not letting them in?" 


The second manifestation is the rise
of what I call the Pet Rock act, one of those artists whose sole calling card
is that their name reflexively generates an "aww" from a certain part
of a particular musical generation. Consider Peter Frampton, who has an
entirely undistinguished recording history but had a fluke mega-selling live
album a half-century ago. Acts like these most critics would ignore as well.
But, apparently again on the theory that the hall should extract as many $40
admission tickets from the Frampton Generation as possible before it dies out,
the guitarist's name can now be found scrawled onto a wall in Cleveland. 


The third and saddest manifestation is
the hall's expansion into plain pop acts. Yes, rock and roll is a big tent;
yes, I sing along to "Waterloo" when it comes on the radio; and no, I
don't think rock and roll is the exclusive domain of men playing loud guitars.
But the hall is regularly bringing in artists with superficial or absent
artistic personae, or, as in the case of Cher, artists who primarily operate in
the realm of kitsch. 


In the Wenner days, there was a clear
understanding that there was a spectrum of acts out there that, to put it
bluntly, sucked, and were not hall of fame material. I think the hall should
maintain that perspective, but at this point that particular cruise ship from
hell has sailed, and Lionel Richie is at the piano bar in the first-class
lounge. More on all of this as we go along.


What follows is a list of all of the
regular inductees into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, listed in order from
best to worst. Along the way, we’ll look at the organization’s origins and how
i﻿t has evolved,
with comments from members of the selection committees past and present. (My
interview with Wenner was conducted before a disastrous New York Times
interview knocked him out of the hall a few years ago; more on that below as
well.) 


Individual inductees with previous
careers in bands (Lou Reed, Paul McCartney, etc.) are ranked on the basis of
their solo work alone. That’s why Stevie Nicks, for example, is ranked where
she is; her solo career — i.e. aside from her work in Fleetwood Mac, which was
great and for which she’s already in the hall — is marginal. Along the way I'll
also explain the hall's side categories and how they have evolved. 


Finally, let’s acknowledge that the
nominating committee does have a difficult task. The hall execs I spoke to all
made this point: Every music fan has his or her opinion when it comes to what
makes a great or important artist. It’s all based on several sliding scales of
relative worth, or even interest. Perhaps you weren’t the best at something …
but you were the first. Maybe you weren’t about songs, per se, but a sound.
Some bands sold no records and were highly influential; others sold so many —
and play the PR game in general and suck up to hall folks in particular so well
— that they get inducted even though they are highly derivative and blandly
attitudinal, don’t write their own songs, base their act almost entirely on the
lead singer’s hair, and have not a thing to say.


But enough about Bon Jovi. Let’s go to
the inductees!



★


1. Chuck Berry


Inducted 1986


He is one of the three or four people
who laid out one of the original pieces of the rock puzzle. He decisively
introduced real lyric writing to pop music. And he first articulated rock’s
sense of itself, creating a foundation for the music — tied to a better world
and the promise of America — that even rock and roll’s bleakest moments tacitly
acknowledge. As a person, he was less than ideal. But still:
One of the most consequential American cultural figures of the 20th century.As
we go through the list, I’ll fill you in on some of the details of the hall’s
founding and how it works. In the beginning, long before the plans for an
actual rock museum in Cleveland were hatched, a group headed by Rolling
Stone’s Jann Wenner and Atlantic Records’ Ahmet Ertegun started off the
Rock and Roll Hall of Fame with two induction ceremonies-cum-concerts, in 1986
and 1987, bringing in a total of 25 blues-and-rock groundbreakers primarily
from the ‘50s, including Berry, Little Richard, Elvis Presley, and so forth.


★


2. The Beatles


George Harrison, John Lennon, Paul McCartney, and
Ringo Starr


Inducted 1988


A joyous sound that turned ever
inward, leading the way for just about everyone who followed — and, with Elvis,
the epitome of pop stardom.


The third hall of fame induction
numbered only five acts and included ‘60s stars like the Beatles, Dylan, the
Beach Boys, the Supremes, and the Drifters. (The Stones didn’t get in until the
following year.)


★


3. Bob Dylan


Inducted 1988


Dylan took rock lyrics to places they
hadn’t been before and haven’t been since. He remains not just the nonpareil
avatar of pure artistry with all its peevish, unadulterated glory — and
missteps, stumbles, stubbornness, and exasperations — but also the ideal of the
artist for whom those missteps, stumbles, stubbornness and exasperations are
part of the point. Blood on the Tracks is the best rock album ever made.
Not even the Beatles can compete with the sheer quantity of his essential
songs.


★


4. Elvis Presley


Inducted 1986


He is rock’s greatest personal
presence, shaking a country with a single-handed nuclear fusion of country,
gospel, and the blues. Limited only by not having been a songwriter and,
whatever his psychic vitality, lacking something — something, perhaps, in his
soul, but perhaps just the brains — to run his life, much less career,
effectively.


★


5. James Brown


Inducted 1986


Coming from one of the music’s
bleakest backgrounds, he was a coiled figure of impenetrable gravity. He
invented funk, and performed with a blistering focus that had never been seen
before and never would again.


Back to our story: But Wenner and
Ertegun weren’t the ones who came up with the idea for the hall originally. In Sticky
Fingers, his delectably dirt-filled biography of Wenner, author Joe Hagan
says the hall of fame was first conceived by a cable entrepreneur, Bruce
Brandwen, who outlined the basic structure of the hall, proposed an annual TV
show, and enlisted Ertegun.


Ertegun, if you don’t know, at his
romanticized best was the epitome of rock cool, and very rich. Beginning in the
1940s, his label, Atlantic, recorded Ray Charles, the Coasters, the Drifters,
Joe Turner, and Ruth Brown; and in the ‘60s everyone from Aretha to Cream.
Ertegun later signed the Stones, Led Zeppelin, and CSN, and in the ‘80s
Atlantic still had hits with everyone from AC/DC to INXS to Debbie Gibson.
Ertegun moved through these decades like the son of the Turkish diplomat he
was; he lived, as Hagan notes in his book, at a
sex-and-drugs-and-rock-and-roll-drenched apogee of suavity, wealth, and power.
(Robert Greenfield’s oral history on Ertegun’s life is titled The Last
Sultan.) A certain rock-magazine publisher was looking on with interest.


★


6. Prince


Inducted 2004


Prince has to come after James Brown,
but it should be noticed that he could do virtually everything Brown did — and
also wrote cosmic songs, and also played guitar just about as well as anyone on
this list, and also sang like both an angel and devil, and also was a
venturesome and sure-footed rock, pop, and soul producer and songwriter. Prince
kidnapped rock’s pretensions to perversion, skinned them and fashioned them
into a frock coat he pulled out on special occasions or just because. At the
induction, Prince said, soberly, “Too much freedom can lead to the soul’s
decay.” He died, shockingly, in 2016.


★


7. Buddy Holly


Inducted 1986


His lyrics were nowhere near Berry’s,
but there was a power and logic undergirding his songs that everyone from the
Beatles to Springsteen recognized and would build on. Look at film of his band
and you notice something else that is elemental, archetypal: four figures — two
guitars, bass, and drums — playing the singer’s songs, a picture of a rock band
that would stand for half a century. And his evolving growth makes his
heartbreakingly early death (at 21!) hard to think about. (He, Otis Redding,
Sam Cooke, and Cobain are rock’s greatest tragedies.)


Some people these days don’t know much
about Jann Wenner. He started Rolling Stone in 1967; within a few years,
it had placed itself at the center of the counterculture. Much to Wenner’s
credit, in fits and starts he gave critics a lot of freedom and he paid writers
to do expansive, sometimes daring reporting. The magazine became a significant
cultural force and one of a small handful of the most celebrated publications
of the second half of the 20th century.


That’s what we saw on the outside. The
inside, as Hagan tells it, was less pretty. Sticky Fingers, the Wenner
bio, is a damning tale of a striver of almost infantile ambition who, while he
did encourage (and pay for) reams of honest journalism, had so many moral
screws loose that he left decades of wounded and bitter friends, employees, and
artists in his wake. For example: Rolling Stone has so heavily
identified itself with John Lennon over the years it’s surprising to read that
Lennon was so pissed off by an early Wenner betrayal that he never spoke to him
again after a 1970 interview; after Lennon’s death, Yoko Ono somewhat cynically
let the grudge slide to keep Lennon’s Rolling Stone stock high. And
stories abound of Wenner letting his rock- and movie-star buddies vet their
profiles. The magazine went through several financial crises in the 1970s, but
during the booms of the ‘80s and ‘90s it started throwing off profits in the
seven and eight figures. With that money and the mechanisms of his magazine’s PR
power, Wenner was, after decades of peering in from the outside, finally able
to definitively insinuate himself into the world of rock-star (and soon
movie-star) hyperprivilege.


★


8. Little Richard


Inducted 1986


Squeals of lust and desire, a
recklessly extravagant piano attack, and a devilish energy were what Richard
brought to rock and roll. He was one of the chief architects of the music. He
was capable of more routine blues, and even calm songs. But at his best, he was
a personification of priapism and kink on a scale that made all who came after,
even Prince, mere pretenders. (His band, Richard would recall fondly, had an
orgy after every show.) But in 1959, saying he’d made a million dollars on the
devil’s music, he said he was going to “make peace with Jesus.” He quit the
business, and while there were many backslides and comebacks, he was never an
artistic force again.


★


9. The Rolling Stones


Mick Jagger, Brian Jones, Keith Richards, Ian
Stewart, Mick Taylor, Charlie Watts, Ronnie Wood, and Bill Wyman


Inducted 1989


With the Yardbirds, the most
deliberately blues-based early rockers, who in their classic period (until
1972) never went too far from the blues’ recognizable core. And yet the dense
maelstrom slabbed beneath the rhythms of their best late-’60s material were
experiments in sound, but always grounded by a strong rhythm section, quite a
rhythm guitarist, and a singer who was both a hedonist and an intellectual.
Their Beggar’s to Exile run is probably unmatched by any other
band. (I had the Stones originally two steps lower, below Zeppelin and the
Pistols, just to make the point that all three were radical and influential in
their own way, but I think it’s fair to put them first.)


Over the years, there have been any
number of peculiarities in the hall’s inductions. Notice anything odd about the
Stones’ lineup listed above? Ian Stewart was the group’s original keyboardist,
but was removed from the official lineup because his image didn’t fit with the
rest of the Stones’. He played on some of their records and became their road
manager. It’s a good example of an issue that has bedeviled the hall from the
start: What members of a long-running band should be included? I’m as big a Stones
fan as anyone (and no relation to the bassist), and I like the idea of the hall
including key folks from behind the scenes. But piano was hardly a big element
of the early Stones' work, and by their classic years it was all played by the
brilliant and unmistakable Nicky Hopkins. (That's him on "She's a
Rainbow," "Sympathy for the Devil," "Monkey Man," and
so on and so forth into the 1970s.) Many other nonofficial band members much
more important to a particular artist’s sound or success — Bernie Taupin, say,
to Elton John, or the Bomb Squad to Public Enemy — were ignored by the hall. I
don’t think anyone on the nominating committee was saying, “Well, we simply
have to include Ian Stewart!” It seems obvious to me that the Stones insisted
on it and the hall didn’t have the wherewithal to say no; this all happened in
the third year of inductions, setting an unfortunate precedent. (Hopkins, I
should note, was finally brought in in a side category a few years ago, decades
after his too early death.) 


★


10. Ramones


Dee Dee Ramone, Joey Ramone, Johnny Ramone, Marky
Ramone, and Tommy Ramone


Inducted 2002


Among other things, these guys were
rock critics — meaning that they thought the rock of the day sucked. They
thought a good song should be fast, ironic, witty, ideally evocative of the
girl-group sound, and have the vocals mixed way up high. And one more thing:
You didn’t have to know how to play your instrument to be in a rock-and-roll
band. The Ramones showed us that every once in a while rock needed to be
rebuilt from scratch. And — not passing judgment either way, just making the
observation — they pretty much removed the blues from a strain of rock. Johnny
gave George Bush a shout-out at the induction. Now that’s punk rock.


★


11. Nirvana


Kurt Cobain, Dave Grohl, and Krist Novoselic


Inducted 2014


With the Sex Pistols the most
influential and consequential band since the 1960s; with Public Enemy the most
powerful and uncompromising ditto. Leader Kurt Cobain is as iconic a figure as
rock has produced, painfully and tragically seeking honesty and authenticity —
and, to hear him tell it, fruitlessly. Finally convincing himself that he
didn’t have a future, he committed suicide in 1994. The psychological honesty
of Cobain’s songs were groundbreaking; sonically, they blew a hole in the radio
and wrenched the entire recording industry sideways, roiling radio playlists,
MTV and, as a consequence, the sales charts, making the 1990s a colorful and
unexpectedly venturesome musical decade.


★


12. Muddy Waters


Inducted 1987


Waters is probably the greatest of the
Chess Records stable, and indeed, all urban blues artists, and was an avatar
for early rockers like Chuck Berry. His authorship of a song called “Rollin’
Stone,” stinging guitar work, and molten presence looms over all of rock.
Waters’ labelmates Howlin’ Wolf and Willie Dixon, a key songwriter and producer
at Chess Records, have been recognized by the hall in an “Influencers”
category. Sister Rosetta Tharpe, a sensational performer, was inducted
in 2018 in this category.


★


13. Otis Redding


Inducted 1989


Rock’s greatest balladeer and one of
its greatest rockers; the first four seconds of his debut commercial recording,
“These Arms of Mine,” are among the most beautiful things ever produced by man.
His emotional dynamic range is unmatched. One of his albums is entitled Complete
and Unbelievable: The Otis Redding Dictionary of Soul MY-MY-MY, which
pretty much sums it all up. He died in a plane crash in 1967.


★


14. Led Zeppelin


John Bonham, John Paul Jones, Jimmy Page, and Robert
Plant


Inducted 1995


Zeppelin were a decisive turning point
in rock, in which the blues were beaten into submission by a larger-than-life
guitarist and his sidekick singer, a Viking. They unapologetically purveyed the
heaviest of heavy metal. They eschewed the single, forcing fans to buy their
albums or see them live. Producer Page’s venturesome techniques mastered rock,
the blues, and psychedelia; he’s one of a small handful of the music’s most
influential producers. Nothing too profound in the songs, but on balance they probably
have the least embarrassing lyrics of any hard-rock band.


Back to our story: In Hagan’s
reporting, Ertegun and Wenner conspired together to wait out the five-year
contract Brandwen had, and then took the organization over. Wenner later
dismissed Brandwen as part of “a bunch of hucksters.” The inevitable lawsuit
was settled out of court. Bruce Conforth, the hall’s first curator, told me
that an early benefit concert featuring the Who and billed as a benefit for the
hall actually raised money to pay off that settlement. I asked Jann Wenner if
that was the case. “No, we didn’t allocate that money to that purpose. The
funds went to our general account. The money that went to [Brandwen & Co.]
wasn’t from any source. It would be incorrect to say it was used directly for
that settlement.” How much was the settlement? “Honestly, I don’t remember,”
Wenner replied. “It was not big. My guess would be in the one or two hundred
thousand range.”


★


15. Sex Pistols


Paul Cook, Steve Jones, Glen Matlock, John Lydon, and
Sid Vicious


Inducted 2006


The band released one studio album and
played a total of eight American shows in a single disaster of a tour. And yet
even today, 40 years later, their record feels as harsh and uncompromising as
it did originally. Their punk derision could easily accept the money-minting
reunion tour, but not even Johnny Rotten’s boundless cynicism would let the
band appear before the ruling poltroons of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.
Upped five notches because they remain the one band that has refused to dignify
their induction with anything more than a raspberry. Rotten’s faxed response to
the hall was so contemptuous as to not even include punctuation. (“Were not
coming.“)


★


16. Ike & Tina Turner


Inducted 1991


Tina Turner was called “the female
Mick Jagger” until someone got it right: Jagger was the male Tina Turner. She
is the preeminent blues-rock singer. Most people have heard about Ike Turner
because of his monstrous treatment of his wife and others. Rock scholars argue
that his “Rocket 88,” recorded at Sun Studios and released on Chess in 1951,
may be the first true rock-and-roll record. Turner was 20 at the time. And with
James Brown and the Stones, they may be the music’s greatest live act. All you
need to know about this outfit is right here.


★


17. The Clash


Terry Chimes, Topper Headon, Mick Jones, Paul
Simonon, and Joe Strummer


Inducted 2003


They stood up, as Whitman did, for the
stupid and crazy. Building on the promise of the Ramones and the ferocity of
the Pistols, the Clash brought a high intelligence, a rigid but for the most
part warmhearted politics, and songs songs songs (to be specific: as many
great songs as the Rolling Stones) in a tumultuous, too-short career. The
plan, originally, was to tear down everything that came before and build a
better world. Then Mick Jones decided he was a rock star.


★


18. Bo Diddley


Inducted 1987


Diddley was a big man with a gigantic
sound — tribal, insistent, but somehow always good-natured — in some ways
unequaled to this day. He was a comedian, too (“Say Man,” “Say Man, Back
Again”) and pulled off all manner of other songs as well. I put Diddley above
people like Jerry Lee because without his crazy breadth and humor married to
his primal, juggernaut of a beat, rock would not be what it is today.


★


19. Grandmaster Flash and the
Furious Five


Melvin “Melle Mel” Glover, Nathaniel “The Kidd
Creole” Glover Jr., Eddie “Scorpio” Morris, Joseph “Grandmaster Flash” Saddler,
Robert Keith “Keef Cowboy” Wiggins, and Guy Todd “Rahiem” Williams


Inducted 2007


Amid groundbreaking production and
musical coups (courtesy of Flash) and a cyclone of verbiage (courtesy of Mel)
these guys helped create something new under the sun, as iconoclastic as Bo
Diddley, as engaging as Fats Domino, and yet darker than the Stones or Marvin
Gaye at his most political, laying down elements that, like the Beatles, opened
doors of possibility that would influence decades of innovators to come and,
like the Ramones, finding a new primal bottom for the music to build on once
again.


Over the years, there have been many
rumors about behind-the-scenes fiddling with votes at the hall. One
oft-repeated tale involving Grandmaster Flash was originally reported by Roger
Friedman, at the time a fairly well-sourced Hollywood online columnist for Fox
News. He said that Wenner had disregarded some late-arriving votes for the Dave
Clark Five in order to insure that the hall finally inducted a hip-hop artist.
I asked Joel Peresman, who as president and CEO of the Rock and Roll Hall of
Fame Foundation is the organization’s top exec, whether it was true. “What
Roger Friedman says and what the truth is are genuinely two different things,”
Peresman said sharply. I asked Wenner about it as well. “Bullshit,” he said.
“That’s the last thing I would do.” I recently spoke to a longtime
industry insider who flatly said he saw one bit of chicanery: He was there as
the nominating committee concluded its discussions and read out that year’s
nominees — but when the actual nominations list was sent out, it included an
extra name of a multiplatinum band, which then was duly voted into the hall.


★


20. Aretha Franklin


Inducted 1987


A singer whose artistry transcends the
music. The voice she was born with could pierce glass, and her own technique
embellished everything she recorded. A lot of her work isn’t that interesting,
but when Ertegun and Atlantic super-producer Jerry Wexler put her together with
the right musicians and songs, magic resulted.


★


21. David Bowie


Inducted 1996


Rock’s high priest of archness and the
polymophously perverse, our first great art-rock star, creating pop (“Changes”)
and rock (“Ziggy Stardust”) ineffability from a highly detached but
ever-curious perch.


The hall gets attacked on a lot of
fronts — there’s not enough women, etc. etc. More on that in a bit. One of the
more glaring, and curious aspect of the hall is the wariness of the nominating
committee when it comes to the effete and glam side of rock. Being nominated in
your first year of eligibility is a big deal with the hall, and we’ve recently
seen acts like the Foo Fighters, Jay-Z and Biggie swept right in. Bowie had to
wait four years, and wasn’t even nominated (!) in two of those years. Other glammy
artists like Roxy Music, T. Rex, and Todd Rundgren waited much longer, and acts
like the New York Dolls and Mott the Hoople are still on the outside with more
modern explicitly gay outfits like Pet Shop Boys, while just about every
hirsute assemblage of spandexed wankers with cucumbers pushed down the front of
their jeans from the interim decades have been ushered right in. 


It’s obvious that the hall has a tacit
discomfort with stars who don’t inhabit traditional male rock-star roles — and
male stars who sleep with men, too. (Lou Reed didn’t get into the hall until
2015, nearly 20 years after his eligibility.) I didn’t go deep into this with
Wenner. (After years of relationships with both sexes, Wenner came out in
middle age.) But I did ask him if there was discomfort with this side of rock
on the part of the hall. “I don’t believe so,” he replied. “It’s never occurred
to me.”


★


22. The Jimi Hendrix
Experience


Jimi Hendrix, Mitch Mitchell, and Noel Redding


Inducted 1992


Hendrix’s guitar excursions were of
course never matched. His early death makes for one of rock’s saddest stories,
and was probably the single coolest person in the history of the music. Forgive
me a short digression on exactly how collected Hendrix was. In an unforgettable
scene from ’Scuse Me While I Kiss the Sky, David Henderson’s intimate
Hendrix bio, we find Hendrix with Marianne Faithfull, then Mick Jagger’s
girlfriend, at a club. Hendrix is carefully explaining to her why she shouldn’t
be going out with Jagger — he was, as Hendrix put it, “a cunt” — while
Jagger was sitting at the table with them.


Note that the inductee here is not
Hendrix but his band. Another hall pressure point is what to do with stars like
Janis Joplin, Hendrix, Tom Petty, or Bob Seger, who did some or all of their
most important work with a particular backing band. Why are Petty’s
Heartbreakers in the hall but not Seger’s Silver Bullet Band? It makes no
sense. The decision to include the players in Hendrix’s power trio is a puzzle
too. Mitchell and Redding did their job well, but that job was just to provide
a showcase for Hendrix’s work and … neither did anything of note after the
Experience.


★


23. Joni Mitchell


Inducted 1997


She made her career with a pop song
prettier (and probably more meaningful) than “Blowin’ in the Wind” — “Both
Sides Now” — and then through the 1970s created album after album of
wrenchingly rigorous lyrics and music. The 1980s were awkward, after which she
headed out into a jazz odyssey understood only to her. She remains one of the
music’s most austere and uncompromising artistic presences. She backed out of
the ceremony, apparently at the last minute, after being newly reunited with a
daughter she had given up for adoption before she’d become a star.


★


24. Elvis Costello & the
Attractions


Elvis Costello, Steve Nieve, Bruce Thomas, and Pete
Thomas


Inducted 2003


You have to remember he was originally
the angriest of angry young men, his name a pointed deflation of a sacred rock
icon. Under the anger were exceptional melodies and rhythms, and a lyricist who
was a lover of words with some scores to settle, sometimes with the mass media
and the military-industrial complex but more often with women. He had huge
ambition and ways of looking at love and society rock hadn’t seen before. At a
time when punk had roiled the music’s reigning intelligentsia — could these
bands really be as good as the Stones?!?! — he was plainly, as has been
said ad nauseam and yet still irrefutably, the music’s best songwriter since
Dylan. He is now a rock elder, not exactly pompous but a little overeager to
share his (intelligent but numerous and sometimes tedious) thoughts about
anything. His critical corner is so polite it doesn’t mention he hasn’t
recorded a great song since 1986 or so.


★


25. Marvin Gaye


Inducted 1987


He was a solid Motown star in the
1960s, offering hit after hit with Tammi Terrell and others and delivering a
worldwide smash with his version of “Heard It Through the Grapevine.” Pained
and unleashed, he began to soar, finding Brian Wilson–level beauty in his
funereal political songs and ever-more-carnal excursions. His angelic whispers
and distracted murmurs are now indelible parts of the music; the somewhat
overlooked Here My Dear is one of the great pop-soul breakup albums. He
was shot by his father in a family fight in 1984.


★


26. Run-DMC


Darryl “D.M.C.” McDaniels, Jason “Jam Master Jay”
Mizell, and Joseph “Rev Run” Simmons


Inducted 2009


This was a transformative band,
upending hip-hop by refocusing its world back to the street in its most
quotidian meaning in both lyrics and fashion. The guitars on “Rock Box” were
very tough, but in a weirdly Elton John–ish way, Run-DMC were ingratiating and
not really threatening, yet never so craven as to undermine the integrity of
their art. And so, serious and not serious, they defined an early, genial
hip-hop that broke barriers cultural and racial and musical in America and
around the world. And while I didn’t need the Adidas commercial, I did need
“King of Rock,” a preposterous boast on paper that, on record, remains one of
the most thrilling moments of recognition in rock-and-roll history. It was a
different time, back in the 1980s: People forget that Newsweek put the harmless
pothead Tone Loc on its cover under the headline “RAP RAGE.” In fact, rappers
weren’t angry. Yet.


★


27. Sly and the Family Stone


Greg Errico, Larry Graham, Jerry Martini, Cynthia
Robinson, Freddie Stone, Rose Stone, and Sly Stone


Inducted 1993


An utterly sensational rock-pop-funk
ensemble under the visionary, spangled leadership of Stone. Perhaps too attuned
to the times, the rhythms and music got darker, culminating in the flattened
funk of There’s a Riot Goin’ On, a groundbreaking hypnotic meditation on
the American (not just African-American) condition.


★


28. Stevie Wonder


Inducted 1989


His simplest
songs still resonate; his productions and arrangements radiate a kaleidoscope
of sounds yet somehow make up a consistent picture of an artist, befitting one
of the first people to write, perform, and produce his own records. His
greatest songs in some way blanket the 1970s, more varied and more
sophisticated in their expansive humanism and tasteful musicality than anyone
else’s.


★


29. Van Morrison


Inducted 1993


A mystic and unsatisfied explorer with
a voice capable of great power and nuance. Before he was 25 he had given us one
of the era’s most primal rock excursions (“Gloria”) and one of pop radio’s
blithest and most indelible songs (“Brown Eyed Girl”). He then created an
immortal song cycle of elusive dreamscapes (Astral Weeks) and then a
definitive piece of rock-pop-jazz (Moondance). And yet he was still
unhappy and by every indication remains unhappy today. His wild sound and
unapologetic mysticism would heavily influence folks like Springsteen and Patti
Smith. Like Neil Young and Stevie Wonder, he had a very good ‘70s, and since
then has followed a by turns romantic and dyspeptic muse — and refused to show
up for the induction. In the decades since he has grown increasingly
ill-tempered. During the pandemic this evolved into a sad toxicity. His antivax
rants and conspiracy theories have permanently damaged his reputation. (See
also: Clapton, E.)


★


30. Public Enemy


Flavor Flav, Professor Griff, Terminator X, and Chuck
D


Inducted 2013


One time at a PE concert I heard
Flavor Flav say this: “I stand behind Chuck D. 100 percent. The brother be
right a lot of the time.” Nothing captures this group better. The most
visionary hip-hop band of all time married groundbreaking collagist sonic
schemas, courtesy of the production team known as the Bomb Squad, with the
words of Chuck D, who could ultimately have been the music’s greatest lyricist
after Dylan. But negotiating the thresher of stardom is difficult, and he
couldn’t handle the controversy over anti-Semitic remarks by the idiot Griff,
which threw the band into a tailspin and undermined Chuck’s moral authority.
Which he then compounded by ruining what could have been his greatest song,
“Welcome to the Terrordome,” by including some tendentious attacks of his own
at Jews. (Uh, Chuck, it wasn’t just the “so-called Chosen” who were “frozen” at
Griff’s remarks.) Note the words “could have been,” again. Anyway, I love PE
but I think the music and history has passed them by.


“The hall’s notion of rock is very
expansive,” one voter told me. “They’ve been very receptive to being open to
hip-hop acts even during their first years of eligibility.” That’s not
not-true, but it’s not entirely right either. For much of its history, its view
of the music was plainly superficial and leaned to the pop-commercial side. I’m
not sure why Eric B & Rakim, at the very least, weren’t brought in years
ago; the hall falls all over itself to slide Biggie in on his first year of
eligibility, while overlooking the early hip-hop artists who made him possible.


Hip-hop is of course not just rappers.
There has also been far too little recognition of the folks who originally
constructed its sonic force. The late Afrika Bambaataa — who I would argue
stands with Lonnie Donegan (more on him later) as the most influential person
in pop-music history not in the hall — was nominated back in 2008 but didn’t
get past the voting committee. He was then forgotten and, given the recent
allegations about his sexual assaults of young men, a posthumous nomination
feels like a long shot.


And then
there’s the issue of hip-hop producers. P.E.’s Bomb Squad is long overdue for
induction just on artistic grounds. The hall side category dubbed the Ahmet
Ertegun Award, which recognizes industry folks and producers, has been awarded
only once to a figure from the rap world: Sylvia Robinson, of Sugarhill
Records. Sad!


Robinson had a
remarkable career, but that’s still pretty shabby handling of music that’s been
around now for a half-century. Russell Simmons is an obvious candidate, but he
has multiple rape and assault allegations against him as well. DJ Premier, of
Gang Starr, might be a good choice. It’s now been 30 years since the release of
The Chronic, one of a handful of the most influential releases in rock
history; in what universe are, say, the Foo Fighters more influential than Dr.
Dre? The hall should really recognize more of the African-American producers
who built the sound. In 2026, the hall inducted Rick Rubin in a side category.
Rubin is of course white — which makes the omission of the early black hip-hop
producers even more glaring. 


★


31. Jerry Lee Lewis


Inducted 1986


Hellfire was the title
of Nick Tosches’ Lewis biography, and hellfire seemed always to be burning at
his feet. Demonic piano boogie and declaimed words (“whole lotta shakin’ goin’
on” etc. etc.) created a carnal maelstrom. Lewis was precocious in both the
positive and negative sense even by the standards of rock’s early geniuses.
Consider that he was thrown out of church as a teen for turning spirituals into
boogie woogie — and that, when it came out that, at the age of 21, he’d married
his 13-year-old cousin, he was on his third wife. Lewis, the last man
standing of the top-tier ’50s rock-and-roll innovators, died in 2022.


★


32. Parliament-Funkadelic


Jerome “Bigfoot” Brailey, George Clinton, William
“Bootsy” Collins, Raymond Davis, Tiki Fullwood, Glenn Lamont Goins, Michael
“Kidd Funkadelic” Hampton, Clarence “Fuzzy” Haskins, Eddie Hazel, Walter
“Junie” Morrison, Cardell Mosson, William “Billy Bass” Nelson, Garry M. Shider,
Calvin “Thang” Simon, Gene Grady Thomas, and Bernie Worrell


Inducted 1997


In a genre of music that was created
and often defined by sui generis oddballs, this group was led by the sui
generis-est oddball of them all, astral traveler and funk paragon George
Clinton; the result was James Brown crossed with Frank Zappa crossed with a
three-ring circus, disguising some pretty heavy themes down below. Clinton was
an underrated producer — his tracks teem with sonic inventiveness, humor, and
hooks. For the record, he didn’t create that many actual great songs; and his
star would be brighter today if he hadn’t ruined his rep by becoming a highly
unreliable live performer. But a great presence. At the band’s induction,
incidentally, the P-Funk crew, more than any other outfit, took the time to
give kind shout-outs to their many other fellow players over the years.


★


33. Bob Marley


Inducted 1994


He lived a life unrecognizable to most
rockers, and got shot by real criminals, not millionaire Scarface wannabes
sending out posses. His music changed the world, and brought international
recognition to a poor little island no one outside of it cared about.
“Redemption Song” is as good a composition as “Imagine”; he is one of the
music’s greatest singers and most visionary bandleaders; and just about every
track he recorded in his classic period is worth hearing. Marley died of cancer
in 1981.


I’ve mentioned the nominating
committee a couple of times. How does the hall’s voting process work? As the
hall was set up, Wenner and Ertegun and a bunch of other record-industry guys
(they were virtually all men) got together once a year to vote on a slate of
nominees. Artists become eligible 25 years after their first record release;
it’s a hall “thing” that the perceived value of the nomination goes down as the
years pass. Anyway, these nominees would then be sent out to a larger pool of
voters — the “voting committee” — who would vote on their favorites. The top
five to seven vote-getters have traditionally been inducted; in recent years
the hall has been inducting eight.


Traditionally, the nominating
committee meets in a Rolling Stone conference room, generally in
September. Over lunch, each nominating member gets to make the case for two
potential inductees. Joel Peresman was a longtime industry veteran who spent
many years running Madison Square Garden’s concerts arm before joining the Hall
of Fame Foundation. He spent some time on the phone with me to describe the
process, and not without enthusiasm: “They need to be an advocate,” he
said. “They need to create a story to sell to the others in the room.” The
group votes, and a short list is created. This can be ten to twenty names. This
is sent out to the much-larger voting committee, a somewhat amorphous group of
journalists and industry weasels along with all of the previous hall of fame
inductees up to that point. (More on the implications of that later.)


Until the hall took the process online
recently, this group got a ballot in the mail, complete with a self-addressed,
stamped envelope, to put his or her five proposed inductees. Peresman said the
foundation would call voters who filled their ballots out incorrectly, and make
some calls to bring in late ballots, too. One assumes the new electronic voting
obviates all that. 


There’s no official formal published
list of the nominating committee by the hall, incidentally; my source for a lot
of the factual details in this story is a website called futurerocklegends.com,
a Rock and Roll Hall of Fame–obsessed website, overseen with scrupulous
fairness and attention to detail by Neil Walls. A lot of the data on the hall
in this article I have taken from him, either from the site or a recent phone
chat we had.


★


34. Pink Floyd


Syd Barrett, David Gilmour, Nick Mason, Roger Waters,
and Richard Wright


Inducted 1996


Inventing progressive rock was a dumb
idea, but it was their dumb idea. Their improbable journey included
penny-loafer cut-rate psychedelia to the sonic ’70s landmarks that fuel their
legend to this day, and talent so irrepressible they had some of the most
unusual hit singles of the era.


★


35. Neil Young


Inducted 1995


A
rock-and-roll seeker dogged by mental demons — and a goofy avatar of rock
authenticity. He created organic psychedelia out of country rock with his first
big band (“Broken Arrow”) and then went off on his own, probably crafting more
great albums in the 1970s than anyone else save perhaps Marley, and then
oscillating freely, wildly, sometimes erratically, in the (many) years since.
He mastered the high art of creating rock songs that, while often slightly
impenetrable on paper, often conveyed deep meanings on records (“After the Gold
Rush,” “Cinnamon Girl”); unlike all but a very few artists, he created his best
work more than ten years into his career, with a trio of uniquely powerful
albums — Tonight’s the Night, On the Beach, Zuma — and
then, after a break and just to make his magisterial command of the music
clear, Rust Never Sleeps; at which point he stood as the greatest, most
defiant, and unbowed of all the 1960s survivors. No one can gainsay Young’s
erratic muse, his guitar playing (as primal as a Clyfford Still painting), his
keening voice, highly moving even into the 21st century. His work since has
been absurdly overrated by critics (he won the Pazz & Jop poll in 1988),
but for decades more he has stomped like a stallion on stages around the world,
and his inherent distrust of cant, fakeness, and inauthenticity remains a force
in some parts of the music world, as with, for example, Jack White. Long may he
run.


By the way,
from time to time I'll mention the Pazz and Jop Poll. Starting in the early
1970s, the Village Voice music section, run by Robert Christgau, did an annual
poll of music critics about the best albums of the year. Unlike most award
organizations of whatever stripe, Christgau & Co. spent a lot of time
making sure they had a diverse and large voting pool, beating the bushes for
younger writers and those writing in non-traditional outlets. The results to my
mind are a decent way to assess the critical estimation, or lack thereof, of
whatever artist, over a multi-decade period. 


★


36. Outkast


André 3000, Big Boi


Inducted 2025


There's a bit of a tragedy to Outkast,
whose expansive retro-futuristic sound heralded a sparkling and positive new
direction for hip-hop in the 2000s, as the pair carefully humanized a lot of
dehumanized rap tropes and took careful aim as well at the music's
infelicities, and did it with ambition: From the first album on they made it
clear they intended to breath down the necks of the music's greatest
performers. Every album displayed remarkable growth and unexpected sales and
culminated in a two-record set that … saw the pair presenting what was in
effect two solo albums. On André's, of course, was a little ditty called
"Hey Ya," the song of that summer, the year and possibly even the
decade. Given the act's spectacular evolution, you could have been forgiven for
thinking it was going to open up a new era for the pair; imagine a playlist
where "Hey Ya" was the fourth-best song. Unfortunately it represented
pretty much the end, and the multivarious work they've released since hasn't lived
up to that promise. 


★


37. Fats Domino


Inducted 1986


Another of the disparate folks who
invented rock and roll in different ways, with different styles, and in
different places; Domino, in partnership with songwriter and producer Dave
Bartholomew, produced (very big) hits from the early ’50s, creating a magnanimous,
inoffensive, and hugely enjoyable form of rolling, expansive pop; deeply
ethnic, but so open-hearted as to include the world in its infectiousness and
enthusiasm. The world liked it back. Of the great ’50s rock stars, only Elvis
Presley did better on the pop charts.


★


38. The Velvet Underground


John Cale, Sterling Morrison, Lou Reed, and Maureen
Tucker


Inducted 1996


The idea, the legend, of the
Velvets is probably better than their actual output. They were pretentious and
quite often unlistenable. But the force of Lou Reed’s deep, deep songs and
Cale’s environment of sound and cacophony were something not yet dreamt of in
rock’s philosophy. Nor was the band’s studied disregard for popularity, at
least initially.


★


39. The Band


Rick Danko, Levon Helm, Garth Hudson, Richard Manuel,
and Robbie Robertson


Inducted 1994


A group of instrumental misfits, all
but one from Canada, who came together as the Hawks under Ronnie Hawkins and
then were propelled to an unexpected fame due to the songwriting beauty of
Robbie Robertson and then a stint as the backing band for one … [shuffles
papers] B. Dylan. Robertson got some bad press after he went Hollywood
after The Last Waltz, but let’s remember those songs, from the hardy
mysticism of “The Weight” to “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down,” a
sympathetic tale told from the wrong side of the Civil War. He was an
unflappable performer, able to hold his own onstage with Dylan or Clapton — and
did I mention he wrote “The Weight”? The Band don’t have all that great of a
recorded career after the first album or two, but their initial record provided
the rock establishment with almost a reverse shock of recognition: “Oh yeah:
This is what the music, at least partly, is about.” Stories abound of folks
like Clapton and Van Morrison making pilgrimages to Woodstock just to play with
these guys. At the induction ceremony, Hudson took the microphone and spoke for
ten minutes, reciting the names of an almost unending string of people he
apparently felt the need to thank.


★


40. Smokey Robinson


Inducted 1987


A lovely voice, a striking songwriter,
and an indelible influence on pop, rock, and soul. Motown’s secret weapon; his
good taste and stylistic elegance reverberates in pop music to this day. If
you’ve never watched a hall induction ceremony, each new member is “inducted”
by some famous person. Robinson was inducted by Hall & Oates, artistically
slight but big stars at the time. This is a hall pattern. Contemporary stars
who lend their luster to the hall early on get inducted a bit too easily
themselves years later.


★


41. The Kinks


Mick Avory, Dave Davies, Ray Davies, and Pete Quaife


Inducted 1990


A highly creditable British Invasion
band which, among other things, can lay claim to establishing the power chord
(“All Day and All of the Night,” “You Really Got Me”), taken into the pantheon
by the both acidic and whimsical writerly fancies of Ray Davies (“Waterloo
Sunset,” “The Village Green Preservation Society”). All that said, the highly
prolific Ray has definitely thrown more inferior product out to fans than any
of his contemporaries. And no band has had worse album covers, period. The
Kinks’ story overall is not a happy one. Davies has a history of mental
problems; his leadership was toxic, and various Kinks were known to have tried
to kill one another (literally). Besides all that, at a certain point Davies’s
art became a bit, ah, broad, let’s say; but for the record through the 1970s (Misfits)
and into the ‘80s (“Come Dancing”), the Kinks produced at least occasionally
substantive records — and hits.


★


42. Roxy Music


Brian Eno, Bryan Ferry, John Gustafson, Eddie Jobson,
Andy Mackay, Phil Manzanera, Graham Simpson, Paul Thompson


Inducted 2019


Given that
they’d been eligible for 20 years plus, this was one of the most glaring
omissions in the hall’s history. Roxy was a striking outfit in its day, mixing
glam, art rock, and some species of highly emotional European chanteuserie
(courtesy of leader Bryan Ferry) that, back in the day, could reduce
impressionable teens to tears, though I’m not mentioning any names [coughmycollegeroommatedavecough].
Through this the band layered postmodern rock imagery; a decayed, regretful
sexuality; and venturesome soundscapes (courtesy of founding member Brian Eno).
Brassy early releases gave way to several art-rock classics (Country Life,
Stranded) and then shifted around the time of Manifesto into
haute global pop, in Flesh and Blood and Avalon, that arguably
has never been equaled. You can hear Roxy’s influence throughout punk, New
Wave, post-punk, the New Romantic Era, and beyond.


Roxy is on a pedestal with Bowie in
the U.K.; the hall clearly doesn’t have ears for this sort of stuff. It’s also
evidence of how unquestionably Amer-centric the nominating committee is.
Publicist Bob Merlis, who was on the nominating committee for many years,
argued for Johnny Hallyday, a rock star whose popularity in France has really
no equivalent in the Western world.


★


43. The Stooges


Dave Alexander, Ron Asheton, Scott Asheton, Iggy Pop,
and James Williamson


Inducted 2010


The Stooges are Ur–almost everything
noisy and confrontational that came after them, dumb metal to punk. Iggy is an
unnerving icon and true seeker, from the gutter to Dinah to his later
life as a leathery-thin showman, raconteur, and pretensioso. These guys don’t
speak to me, but they did whatever it was they did with a fervor — deaf,
literally and figuratively, to the pleas of anyone who told them to do
something different.


★


44. R.E.M.


Bill Berry, Peter Buck, Mike Mills, and Michael Stipe


Inducted 2007


These guys epitomized a style of
American rock-and-roll postmodernism that carefully replaced the music’s macho
verities with deliberate and evocative art. They produced album after album of
highly melodic, rhythmically serious, lyrically mystifying Smart Songs for all
the best rock girls and boys. (I was one.) It culminated in “It’s the End of
the World As We Know It (And I Feel Fine),” one of the most enjoyable singles
of the era, and an album called Automatic for the People, a confounding
masterpiece of ecstasy, heaven, and regret.


★


45. John Lennon


Inducted 1994


As the Beatles fractured he concocted
some fiery singles (“Cold Turkey,” “Instant Karma”); Plastic Ono Band is
in a class by itself; and “Imagine” is a song as pretty as “Yesterday.” Lennon
grew as a man and a person in the 1970s, and grappled with that and everything
else in public, not afraid to look ridiculous, and hoo boy he did that a lot.
There are groovy songs on all of his solo albums save Some Time in New York
City, but it must be said they are generally erratic, and not improved by
the contributions of his wife. He came back at the end of the ’70s with a new
hello, Double Fantasy, and you know what happened after that.


★


46. Al Green


Inducted 1995


With the production partner of
Memphis’s Willie Mitchell, Green glided through a seemingly unending string of
blithe on-the-three-beat soul singles. His distinctive singing style rarely
fell into the mannered; he was reservedly carnal, cautiously joyous. Green also
produced respectable soul long-players, at least one of them, Belle,
exquisite. I wish he’d remained a proud pop star, but personal demons and
tragedies put him into gospel, where his talents don’t shine as brightly.
Seventies pop radio would have been much less textured without him.


★


47. Johnny Cash


Inducted 1992


The greatest country rocker of them
all, if you’re using the term to mean country stars who came to rock and roll.
A gracious albeit haunted presence to the end.


★


48. Miles Davis


Inducted 2006


Davis was the most badass of the
badass jazz men of the 1940s and ‘50s, rising over time to craft a tough
jazz-rock fusion; like Waters in blues and Cash in country, he’s a titanic
enough figure to be an honorary rock star. (The hall should consider inducting
Richard Pryor on the same grounds — but not Steve Martin, for chrissakes.) He’s
about as iconoclastic as Dylan, with the added edge of having had a career much
different from that of a middle-class Jewish kid who was famous and rich by the
time he was 22 — like the time Davis was beaten up by a group of NYC cops for
the crime of smoking a cigarette outside of Birdland, where he was
headlining.


★


49. Ray Charles


Inducted 1986


A graceful, elegant presence over
decades. Reinvented soul, and came close to reinventing country, too.


★


50. Sam Cooke


Inducted 1986


If Redding’s voice accepted darkness,
Cooke’s almost never did; its magnanimous flutiness embodied his songs, which
seemed happy even when they were sad. His breadth as a pop-blues-soul
songwriter was almost unequalled, from “Another Saturday Night” to “Twisting
the Night Away” to “You Send Me” to “A Change Is Gonna Come.” He had the
makings of a great man and could have become a major figure in the Civil Rights
Era, but was killed in a bizarre shooting in 1964, leaving behind one of rock’s
most unfulfilled careers.


★


51. The Who


Roger Daltrey, John Entwistle, Keith Moon, and Pete
Townshend


Inducted 1990


Led by the deep songwriting of
Townshend, with lyrics more twisted, revealing, and coherent than Jagger’s,
this band has always been a bit chaotic — until Tommy they didn’t really
put out regular albums like most of their coevals, and their hits were all
off-kilter, particularly to American ears. (Fun fact: The band had only one
top-ten hit in the U.S. over its entire career, “I Can See for Miles,” which
went to No. 9.) But anyone can hear now the melodic and lyrical sensitivity of
“The Kids Are All Right,” the obsession in “I Can See for Miles,” the maturity
and self-loathing in “Who Are You.” And Tommy, well Tommy only
grows over the years; the unrelenting musicality and Townshend’s critique of
both rock and religion — two different and yet similar systems of belief —
deserves all props. With Who’s Next and Live at Leeds they showed
precisely how heavy rock on this side of Zeppelin could be, with the added
brilliance of Townshend’s pioneering work with keyboard programming, which for
pure sonic rockist force has not been equaled to this day. The band went on a
remunerative, much-ballyhooed farewell tour in 1989, and over the nearly 40
years since then Townshend and Daltrey have kept returning to the road with
twists on the theme. Watch it, guys — one of these days we’re all going to get
wise.


★


52. Bruce Springsteen


Inducted 1999


Jersey guy, nice wife. (He met her at
work.) More than any other great star, he is a recombinant concoction of his
forebears: Van Morrison, Dion, Presley, Spector, just about everything else he
listened to growing up. It is a tribute to his vision, work ethic, and
perfectionism that he looks good in their presence. And his albums from Born
to Run to Born in the U.S.A. are effectively produced.


One thing you hear hall folks talk
about when considering acts for inclusion is props like, “… and they are still
out there playing!” This is exactly the wrong approach. Bands should be given
more credit for quitting early and keeping their percentage of top-quality work
high. In theory, this could encourage great artists to consider retiring from
recording rather than foisting mediocre and labored work on their fans year
after year, late into their career. (It would also save Rolling Stone
critics from having to figure out ways to tell us how artists like Springsteen
and the Stones are back in top rock-and-roll form and have, amazingly, released
yet another five-star album.) In Springsteen’s case, the debate could go, “Hey,
he wrote ‘Born in the U.S.A.’” And in response someone could say, “I got two
words for you: ‘Outlaw Pete.’”


Note that Springsteen was inducted without
the E Street Band. His manager, Jon Landau, is a major figure at the hall, and
of course Springsteen himself has lent his name to it for years. Hard to
believe that his solo induction wasn’t what he and Landau insisted on, which
strikes me as a bit ungenerous. The E Streeters, including Steve Van Zandt,
were clumsily brought in in a subcategory a few years ago.


★


53. The Beach Boys


Al Jardine, Mike Love, Brian Wilson, Carl Wilson, and
Dennis Wilson


Inducted 1988


The rest of the band didn’t do much,
save for Mike Love’s lyrics in the earliest of the band’s hits, which were
monomaniacal in their focus and in a way held Brian Wilson’s vision back.
(Compare Love’s “Little Deuce Coupe” with “Don’t Worry Baby,” which had an
outside lyricist.) Still, to virtually everyone they were the biggest American
“band” of the 1960s, first denizens of a nearby faraway place of love, sand,
and sun, and then voyagers to heavenly places with “Good Vibrations” and Pet
Sounds. And Wilson’s singular vision — his pursuit of “teenage symphonies
to God” — to this day personifies the troubled genius.


The Beach Boys had many later members;
Bruce Johnston played from ’65 or ’66 on, and that’s Blondie Chaplin, for
example, singing “Sail On, Sailor,” but they, unlike later, useless members of
the Grateful Dead, weren’t inducted into the hall. The Beach Boys’ 1988
induction ceremony featured one of the first and greatest public inductee
meltdowns, this one from Mike Love, who is one wound-up old Republican.


★


54. Randy Newman


Inducted 2013


Rock’s bleakest-funniest singer
songwriter, iconoclastic even by an iconoclast’s standards; his best album has
a bouncy song about a dancing bear and a winsome song about the slave trade,
his second-best album is a song cycle about the South with chorus after chorus
that resonate, horrifically, today. And now he writes songs for Pixar movies.


★


55. Radiohead


Colin Greenwood, Jonny Greenwood, Ed O’Brien, Philip
Selway, Thom Yorke


Inducted 2019


The band’s leap forward with OK
Computer was a wild ride indeed; “Paranoid Android” was one of the great
rock freak-outs since the 1960s, scaling up to a guitar attack to end all
guitar attacks. They haven’t looked back, grappling both with artistic
evolution and how to dampen a fame that threatened to overwhelm them. And they
may go down in history as the last great rock band. Radiohead was voted in on
its second year of eligibility, which is fine, and this despite the band’s
public disparagement of the whole affair. At that year's ceremony, Yorke and
Jonny Greenwood didn't show up, and the
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