
 

 

What’s Wrong with Rock? (3): The Beat 
Terri Garvelink 

 

 In previous articles on rock music we have learned the meaning of the term rock 

'n' roll, namely fornication; we have learned something of the roots of rock: jazz - in 

particular the blues, swing, boogie-woogie and rhythm and blues - and country. We have 

seen that it was largely the secular music of the Negro which brought about rock 'n' roll - 

music which can be traced to the idolatry and sensuality of pagan Africa: music which, in 

America, originated primarily in the "red-light district" in New Orleans and in the 

saloons, juke-joints and dance halls surrounding it; music which even many middle and 

upper-class Blacks and Christian Blacks have been known to look at with disapproval 

and embarrassment. 

 In this installment we come to the heart, the essence, of rock music: the BEAT. 

The focus of rock is on the beat. And throughout the history and development of rock 

music - beginning with rhythm and blues, to rock-abilly, folk rock, acid rock, God or 

Jesus rock, disco, reggae, punk, new wave, rap - the beat has never been lost. 

 That music has an effect on us, both in mind and body, few would deny. But the 

extent and power of that influence is something few of us stop to think about. Music can 

and does exert a powerful influence on our emotions, our actions and our attitudes. 

 To begin with. we find illustrations of this power of music in the Bible, the most 

striking and well-known example of which is probably the account of David, dispelling 

the evil spirit which troubled Saul, by means of his harp playing. 

 You may have read or heard of various experiments which show that even plants 

and animals are affected by music: according to one researcher, plants flourished when 

exposed to soft classical music, and wilted and died when subjected to hard rock. Cows 

are reported to give more milk and chickens to lay better eggs when listening to music. 

Scientists have discovered that music has an effect on posture, and that soft music aids 

digestion. Music can affect us in numerous ways: it can be uplifting or depressing, 

soothing or agitating, spiritual or sensual, solemn or humorous; it can be aggressive, 

playful, yearning, mourning, joyful. 

 

. . . 

 

 Well, what shall we say about rock 'n roll as music, and, in connection with that, 

what about its effect - its impact - on the listener? First, let us look at the general musical 

characteristics of rock: 

 1. Incessant, driving beat - heavy emphasis on rhythm, using drums and bass 

guitar. 

 2. Usually based on blues chords. 

 3. Bass lines usually characteristic of boogie-woogie. 

 4. Syncopation - a shifting of the metric accents from the normally strong beats (1 

and 3 in 4/4 time, for instance) to the off-beats or weaker beats. 

 5. Vocal quality hoarse or grainy; more often howling, growling, whining, 

screaming, moaning and groaning rather than singing. 

 6. Extremely high levels of volume. 

 7. Dance oriented. 



 

 

 8. Performer and performance oriented. 

 We could at this point go into a lengthy tirade questioning and ridiculing the value 

of rock as music and an. and indeed much could be written about this issue. But, in the 

interest of brevity and also possibly for greater effectiveness, we will allow one of the 

superstars of rock 'n' roll to speak out on this subject. 

 During an interview, "Mick Jagger" (of the Rolling Stones) was patiently 

explaining at great length, why rock 'n' roll is really not worth talking about. 'Rock 'n' roll 

is a funny thing', he said, 'there are two different attitudes, right? One is the English 

attitude, like when Pete Townshend talks about rock & roll like a religion. And then there 

are the others, like me, who think it's really a lot of overblown nonsense. Why bother? I 

mean, it's not worth bothering about. As a form of art OR music.' (emphasis mine). And 

Keith Richards (also a Rolling Stone): 'But why bother mentioning rock 'n' roll in the first 

place? Because the minute rock and roll reaches the head, forget it. Rock 'n ' roll starts 

from the neck down! ' 1) (emphasis mine). 

 With that matter so efficiently and authoritatively taken care of, we can go on to 

consider the effect - the impact - of rock music on the listener and the reasons for this 

effect. 

 As one writer (non-Christian and enthusiastic lover of rock) put it: "What was 

new about it (rock) was its aggression, its sexuality, its sheer noise; and most of this came 

from the beat." 2) (emphasis mine). He goes on to describe the reaction of schoolgirls in 

concert halls, screaming, rioting, brawling, fainting and he then continues to describe 

reactions which, for us, are unprintable.  

 Numerous other writers and reporters have described the response of teenagers at 

rock concerts in a similar way: "frenzy, hysteria, hostile, uncontrolled, screaming"; "riots 

of violence and sexual hysteria" and so on.  

 Bob Larson, in his book "Rock & Roll, the Devil's Diversion ", tells of an 

interesting experiment by a missionary who took back to Africa with him records of 

semi-classical music and hard rock and played both to members of the local tribe. The 

reaction of the natives to the semi-classical music was generally calm and peaceful, there 

were smiles and nods of approval; their reaction when he changed to hard rock - 

immediately their expressions changed; they became confused and agitated. Some 

grabbed their spears and were ready for war. Others sized up the situation and threw 

rocks at the record player. 

 According to one little item in the Grand Rapids Press last February by UPI, a 

study by researchers at the Aegean University in Izmir, Turkey, showed that disco music 

makes mice homosexual and could trigger the same reaction in humans. 

 There have been accounts by rock drummers and singers of reactions during a 

performance which are of such a nature that we dare not mention, let alone print them in 

the Beacon Lights. 

 "Screaming, rioting, brawling, fainting"; reactions so crassly vulgar and evil as to 

unmentionable; and, as rock fan and authority Nik Cohn writes, "most of this comes from 

the beat." You take the beat out of rock - and what's left? You prick a balloon with a pin - 

and you get the picture. 
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 In order to gain some insight as to the reasons why the rock beat causes these 

kinds of reactions, we would like to begin by quoting some pertinent information from 

the book "Folk Songs of North America", by Alan Lomax:  

 “Much West African music is a frank dramatization of sexual life and aggressive 

 activities, . . . American Negro dance was. in its beginnings, joyously sensual and 

 it has remained so to a considerable degree in jazz, even beneath the melancholy 

 surface of the blues, for, in spite of American moral . . . pressures, the sexual  

 mores of the Negro folk group have been more permissive than those of whites at 

 the same social level. Musically speaking, this permissiveness is expressed . . . in 

 its driving musical beat - in its erotic, syncopated rhythms . . .  

 The slave economy did little to sustain stable family life or to encourage the 

 development of a new code of sexual morality to replace tribal patterns of 

 conduct. When their work was done, the Negroes were encouraged to have a good  

 time; and to some extent their easy-going, pleasure-loving, freely sensual African 

 way, . . . has survived even into our day. This hedonistic feeling pervades their 

 dancing songs.” (italics mine) 

Remember, however, that the regenerating grace of God effects a real change, also in the 

Negro, as we saw in our last article on rock, "The Negro Influence". 

 Lowell Hart, a Baptist professor of music at Prairie Bible Institute in Canada, 

writes: "Rock has a heavy, incessant, throbbing beat, the same beat that people in 

primitive cultures use in their demonic rites and dances." 

 David Ewen writes: "Syncopation was so stimulating to the senses and to the feet 

that the old joined the young in the fun.'' (dancing) And, "Rhythm and blues . . . music 

which, while vocal, was primarily intended for dancing, hence its emphasis on a strongly 

punctuated beat, driving rhythms and blaring sonorities:" 

 We could put it no better than Bob Larson, commenting on the rock beat: "There 

are rhythmic patterns that by the very peculiarity of the arrangement of the accents and 

pulsation will naturally produce wrong response in thought and action. . . This is a partial 

explanation for the erotic body movements of dances with a syncopated rhythm." 

 Erotic, sensual body movements and erotic, syncopated rhythms - inseparably 

connected in music. Try to picture the "dramatization of the sexual life and aggressive 

activities of the West Africans" to the music of “Nearer My God to Thee": try to picture 

the jazz musicians in the whore houses of New Orleans playing the music of Bach's 

"Jesu, Joy of Man's Desiring" to entertain and turn on the prostitutes and patrons: and try 

to picture Elvis making his lewd pelvic movements to John Philip Sousa's "Stars and 

Stripes". Can you imagine the Rolling Stones or Kiss or AC-DC doing their stuff to 

Psalter #434 - Rev. Heys' "Our Father"? No, in music, it takes a syncopated, driving 

rhythm to produce sensual, erotic thoughts and body movements. That's the way the rock 

beat works; its appeal is to that which is base and sensual in human nature. 

 Next time, D.V., we plan to write on the subject of Christian rock, a subject 

concerning which quite a number of you have expressed interest and concern. 
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