
 

 

What’s Wrong with Rock? 

(1) Term and Origin 
Terri Garvelink 

 
 In our introduction to the subject of rock music in the April issue of the Beacon 

Lights, we mentioned that rock 'n' roll was born out of the union of black and white 

popular music: rhythm and blues - the predominant influence - and country and pop. In 

this article, we hope to explore this aspect of rock - its origin - a bit further. If we are to 

understand what this music is all about, however. it is essential that we first establish the 

meaning of the term rock 'n' roll. 

 Bob Larson in his book Rock writes: "In 1954 a Cleveland disc jockey by the 

name of Alan Freed was searching for a term to describe the response of teenagers who 

had gone wild over a new musical fad. Concerts by Chuck Berry and Gene Vincent were 

accompanied by riots of violence and sexual hysteria. Millions of female eyes were glued 

to the groin of Elvis. A sexual as well as musical revolution was taking place. Finally, 

Freed found his phrase. From the ghetto community he borrowed a descriptive expression 

referring to fornication: rock and roll. The name stuck, and the music lived on." 

(Incidentally, Alan Freed died at the age of 43 of uremia, an alcoholic, broke and 

unemployed.) 

 In the book It's Rock. 'n' Roll Gene Busnar tells us: "The term rock 'n' roll had 

been used in black music for many years to describe physical sex." 

 Nik Cohn in his book "Rock from the Beginning" nonchalantly explains the 

meaning of the term rock 'n' roll in terms not fit to use in this Christian publication. 

 And finally, Frank Tirro in Jazz - A History, writing about a blues singer "belting 

out the celebration of physical love in the best blues style of the 1920's" quotes a song of 

which, in the interest of decency, we will use only the first line: 

  "Now my baby rocks me with one steady roll" 

 Now that we know the meaning of the term let us see if we can determine where 

rock music came from: what are the elements that went into it; what are its roots? 

 In an article on rock music by Professor H. Hanko in the June 1, 1971, issue of the 

Standard Bearer we find this surprising statement: "This book (Rhythm, Riots and 

Revolution by David A Noebel) claims. and a correspondent has confirmed this, that 

rock music really has its origin in the tribal music of Africa". Sounds a bit far-fetched, 

doesn't it? Can this claim be supported by tracing the roots of rock? 

 Popular music has been around for centuries and lyrics have covered a wide range 

of subjects - politics, patriotism, war, work, oppression, nature - but the emphasis has 

usually been on love and romance. Prior to the 1950s, popular music to the average white 

American meant, more than anything else, the sentimental, romantic ballad; songs of the 

"True Love'', "People Will Say We're In Love", "No Other Love", "Love and Marriage" 

variety. But the early fifties were the years which marked a musical revolution with truly 

far-reaching effects, culturally, socially, and spiritually: rock became the new popular 

music of America. In fact, rock became the international language of young people. 

 In tracing the beginnings of rock 'n' roll, we find that THE root and foundation of 

rock music is rhythm and blues. Rhythm and blues (R&B) grew out of country blues and 

big-band swing, both of which belong to the jazz-genre. Thus Prof. Charles Nanry, 



 

 

administrator of the Institute of Jazz Studies, makes this statement in his book American 

Music: "Jazz has produced offspring, notably rock." And Irwin Stambler in his 

Encyclopedia of Pop, Rock and Soul: "The roots of both (rock and soul) are in such 

earlier forms as blues and big-band swing and, even deeper, in jazz and ragtime." And 

Chuck Berry, the black rock 'n' roll singer: "It's called rock now; it used to be called 

rhythm and blues; it used to be called boogie-woogie; it used to be called blues; . . . Call 

it rock, call it jazz, call it what you may." Also Lillian Roxon in her Rock Encyclopedia: 

"Rhythm and blues was a nice way of saying 'race music' . . . . It grew up out of jazz. . .. " 

 Jazz, in turn, traces its origin to. . . African tribal music! 

 It might be interesting to briefly note some of the chief characteristics of the 

ancestors of rock 'n' roll, beginning with the earliest - African music - and see how many 

of these characteristics have carried through and are clearly evident in rock music. Note 

especially the terms which we took the liberty of italicizing. 

 We quote from the book Jazz - A History by Frank Tirro, chairman of the 

department of music at Duke University, where he teaches, among other subjects, jazz. 

 "The case for an Afro-American ancestry of jazz is clearly the strongest. . .. 

 "Perhaps the most highly developed feature of African music is rhythm . . . 

repeated rhythmic patterns in a percussive accompaniment . . .. Having thus 

established a beat the African musician, or musicians in ensemble, proceed inevitably to 

the creation of syncopation. Another feature of West African drumming also seems to be 

universal and to have been carried into the new world: steady tempo for long periods of 

time. This monotonous, propulsive, metronomic effect gives a cohesiveness to the 

music and affects the listener with a force bordering on the physical. The rigid, 

unchanging. steady beat is termed 'hot' not only in early jazz but also in West African 

terminology. 

 ". . . the close association between rhythm and tone with language and body 

movement is an essential feature of this repertoire and this music was the heritage of the 

black Africans who were enslaved and brought to America." 

 Mr. Tirro tells us that some of the leisure time of the slaves was spent dancing, 

and continues, 

 "Songs were sung at the dances and these tunes were noted more for their 

rhythmic qualities than for their lyrics. When no instruments were available slaves 

accompanied themselves by 'patting juba' a syncopated, polyrhythmic method of 

clapping one's hands and tapping one's feet . . .. The most significant aspect of African 

music in America, as it might be applied to our consideration of jazz origins, is its 

rhythms and syncopation . . .. The variety of drums and percussion techniques, the 

central importance of drumming to African dance music and the metronomic time-

keeping aspect of drumming in conjunction with overlapping layers of syncopated 

rhythms are all features that would seem to be distinctly African in origin, features 

which seem to have been brought to jazz by no other route than through the African 

musical heritage."  

 Tirro concludes his chapter on African music by pointing out that "enough 

essential, distinctive elements of the black slaves' African tribal patterns remained to help 

infuse new lifeblood into the old West-European music and to create a new child of the 

new society, jazz." 

 Following African tribal music and slave songs - including work songs, field 



 

 

hollers and religious shouts - other elements which went into the making of jazz were: 

"coon" songs and the cakewalk. The syncopated "coon" song or shout with its "hot" 

rhythm became a popular feature of minstrel shows in the 1880's. The cakewalk, a 

forerunner of jazz, was also marked by syncopation and was a dance, really more of a 

strut, across the stage with the body bent backward, a cake being the prize for the most 

original and elaborate performance; it became the rage of minstrel shows by the early 

1890's. 

 Parts of an editorial in an 1899 edition of The Musical Courier of New York might 

shed some additional light on this type of music: "A wave of vulgar, filthy and suggestive 

music has inundated the land. The pabulum of theater and summer hotel music is 'coon' 

music! . . . the cakewalk with its obscene posturing, its lewd gestures . . .. This 

vulgarizing music is artistically and morally depressing and should be suppressed by 

press and pulpit. " 1 

 One more influence on jazz might be mentioned: it appears that jazz derived some 

of its harmonies from West-European classical music. 

 The meaning of the term jazz cannot be definitely determined; but some writers 

suggest that it may possibly be associated with the sex act, for which the word is used in 

slang as a synonym.2 Included in the jazz-genre are ragtime, blues, swing, boogie-

woogie, be-bop and rhythm and blues. 

 In the book All the Years of American Popular Music David Ewen writes: 

 "If any single place can be pinpointed as the birthplace of jazz it is New Orleans . 

. .. The city was receptive to the rhythms and sounds of jazz music through contact with 

the African bamboula danced on Sundays in Place Congo to the accompaniment of 

throbbing drums. Besides this, the emotional climate in New Orleans was most favorable 

to jazz's early growth. New Orleans was the only city in America in which prostitution 

was licensed. After 1897, prostitution was confined by city ordinance to a specific 

locality known as Storyville. Cradle of vice, Storyville also became the cradle in which 

jazz was born . . .. The kind of music the black man coaxed from his instruments was 

precisely the kind of music the habitues of the vice palaces of Storyville could respond to 

. . .. Jazz abounded with marked syncopation, strong accentuations, unexpected 

intervallic procedures and intonations . . .. It was blatant and high-tensioned. (bold 

mine) It had energy and explosive force, in those years this music would have shocked 

many other cities and would have been violently rejected. But it flourished in New 

Orleans, in honky-tonks, sporting houses and gambling joints." 

 In the next installment, DV, we hope to conclude this consideration of the origin 

of rock music, beginning with a brief description of the two basic elements of New 

Orleans jazz: ragtime and the blues. 
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