The Rhythm & Blues Roots of Rock
Rhythm and Blues is a descriptive term that has never had a clear single meaning. In its broadest sense, R&B denotes black pop music. However, as the music evolved, it became a term used to define whatever black musical style was popular at a given point in time.  Like the term “Rock & Roll” (and later just “Rock”), R&B is a convenient catch-phrase that may describe several distinct musical styles simultaneously.
Billboard magazine began keeping track of the sales of so-called “race” records, music performed by black artists on both major and independent record labels, in 1946. Before long, the labels began to use alter-native terminology to denote these recordings, marketing “race” records as “sepia”-style (Decca and Capitol), “ebony”-style (MGM), and “rhythm and blues”-style (RCA-Victor).  In 1949, Billboard switched to the term “Rhythm & Blues,” and it became the accepted term used to describe popular music for the African-American market performed by African-American artists.  

The sounds of rhythm and blues music in the late 1940’s and early 1950’s can be grouped into 5 main categories: Dance Hall Blues, Club Blues, Bar Blues, Gospel-Influenced Music, and “Secular” (non-gospel) Vocal Groups.  Of these, the first 3 categories are all directly linked to the older blues style that was born the American south in the late 1800’s and spread to urban areas as black people began to migrate north to find work.  The 12-measure blues form is often heard in these types of R&B, but usually given a more upbeat, positive-minded, danceable treatment than older blues had.  The term “Rhythm and Blues” works well for this music, but not as well for the gospel-influenced vocalists and non-gospel vocal groups of the last two categories.  These were innovative new types of black popular music that became more and more influential on mainstream popular song writing.  But this music was lumped into a single chart category that was based primarily on skin color.  As a market category, “rhythm & blues” was a term that signaled to the record-buying public that the artist or group was black, and that the record was “intended” for the black marketplace. 
Early R&B, part I – DANCE-HALL BLUES STYLE
Big Band jazz during the post-World War II era was primarily influenced by the so-called “Kansas City Sound” that dates back to the 1920’s.  Good-natured, up-tempo, riff-based blues arrangements were standard fare for many mid-west bands throughout the Swing Era.  These bands included ensembles led by Bennie Moten, Andy Kirk, Jay McShann, Erskine Hawkins, and, most importantly, William “Count” Basie.  These bands were capable of performing great dance music as well as great jazz for listening.   During the war, many New York-based big bands adopted the Kansas City style and blended it with the modern sound of “Bebop.”  Bands led by Cab Calloway, Lionel Hampton, Cootie Williams and Billy Eckstine are among the many African-American bands who became popular playing a new dance-oriented style of jazz.  The arrangements became less complex, and the solos were often limited to the tenor saxophone only.  Tender ballads were usually dispatched with, so instead of soft-spoken jazz-styled singers these bands featured bluesy  “shout” male vocalists and “scream”-style female vocalists.  The most celebrated of the “shouters” was “Big Joe” Turner, a Kansas City-born giant of a man who began performing with big bands in the late ‘30’s.  In 1950, Turner signed a recording contract with Atlantic Records and became a household name with R&B record-buyers.  The most influential female vocalist of this style, Ruth Brown, also recorded for Atlantic.  An upper-register variation on the blues vocal sound, called the “crying” style, was developed by Roy Brown.  This new style was influential upon the vocal styles of later Blues, R&B, Soul, and Rock & Roll singers including B.B.King, Junior Parker, Bobby Bland, Jackie Wilson, James Brown, Little Richard and even Elvis Presley.
Early R&B, pt. II – CLUB BLUES STYLE
With the ending of the Swing Era and Prohibition, many of the establishments that featured live music were now smaller “clubs,” and many of the big bands broke into smaller units.  Jazz and blues often went their separate ways, becoming bebop units and dance R&B "jump blues" bands.  The jump bands began as smaller versions of the swing bands, consisting of a rhythm section and a couple horns that played hard driving riffs and solos over blues progressions, and a boogie derived bass and beat. The overall rhythm accented the backbeats. The featured soloists were usually sax players that who abandoned the finesse of jazz for a wailing sax that matched the energy of the music.  The pattern for the jump combo was set by Louis Jordan and his band, The Tympany Five, who in 1942 had one of the first big cross-over pop hits for a black band, “Choo-Choo Ch’Boogie” (Decca).  Singing and playing saxophone, Jordan presented an entertaining club act that mixed witty, humorous lyrics with up-beat tempos and choreographed dance moves by the band.  Jordan sang very clearly, which helped his popularity with white audiences who weren’t attracted to regional blues singers whose accents made them hard to understand.  No act satisfied the tastes of both white and black audiences better than Jordan’s until Rock & Roll singers like Fats Domino, Chuck Berry and Little Richard came along in the mid-‘50’s.  A wide range of artists fall under the heading of the Club Blues R&B, including west-coast singers Roy Milton and Amos Milburn, Chicago-area guitarist “Sonny Boy” Williamson, Ike Turner and his King of Rhythm from Memphis, and New Orleans singers such as Lloyd Price and Professor Longhair.  This style of music lives on in modern-day jump bands like The Brian Setzer Orchestra, Big Bad Voodoo Daddy, and the Cherry Poppin’ Daddies.
Early R&B, pt. III – BAR BLUES STYLE

This type of R&B is the most rooted in traditional blues, because its musicians are directly descended from the blues tradition.  Compared to Dance Hall and Club styles, Bar Blues differs primarily in its attitude and its musical instrumentation.  The sound of this music is characterized by a kind of tough arrogance, as well as the small-group guitar-oriented sound that made a huge impact on future Rock & Rollers.  The horn section, which is so essential in the more jazz-influenced Dance Hall and Club Blues styles, is usually left out on Bar Blues recordings.
Muddy Waters (McKinley Morganfield, 1915-83) is the main innovative force behind this R&B style.  Growing up in Mississippi, he played guitar and sang in a traditional “Delta blues” style as a young man.  It never occurred to him to become a professional musician until he was recorded in his home by the traveling musicologist Alan Lomax for the Library of Congress’ American Folk Music project.  Encouraged by this experience, Waters moved to Chicago and began working with a backing group of musicians.  His vocal style was very raw, often nothing more than muttering, and his lyrics irreverent, self-centered and aggressive.  These aspects of his music reflected the spirit of the bars where his band created this style of R&B – loud, raucous and arrogant.  Waters’ main innovation was that he brought the sound of the electric guitar to the blues, and he was first recorded by Chess records in the late-‘40’s.  These early singles established Chess as Chicago’s most important independent record company.  Chess soon introduced Howlin’ Wolf and bassist/songwriter Willie Dixon to the R&B scene, as the style began to spread.  Other important contributors to the Chicago sound were Elmore James and John Lee Hooker. 
Early R&B, pt. IV -- GOSPEL INFLUENCED GROUPS & ARTISTS

The wide-spread influence of the blues upon American popular music is undisputed, but among middle-class black families in the 1940’s, it was considered to be a disreputable form of music.  It brought to mind the rough bars and brothels of the city, and many African-American people were looking to distance themselves from those environments.  For many, religious music served the same expressive purpose as the blues, but in a more “elevated” way.  In the segregated churches of the day, black people created their own unique worship services, as well as the new style of “sacred” music that evolved along with these services.  This music served to express a wide-range of feelings, both religious and non-religious in nature.  Most importantly, new vocal sounds were born in the black gospel churches, sounds that featured both solo singers and groups.

In the post-war period of 1945-’50, a good amount of gospel-oriented music was recorded.  The most important solo vocalist of this time period is Mahalia Jackson, who recorded for a major label (Decca) and a New York-based independent label (Apollo).  Her tours with gospel composer Thomas A. Dorsey cemented her status as the greatest gospel voice of the era, and her recording of Dorsey’s “Move Up a Little Higher” made her famous world-wide.  Gospel groups who were making influential records during this time include The Dixie Hummingbirds, The Pilgrim Travellers, The Edwin Hawkins Singers, the Clara Ward Singers and The Soul Stirrers.  The Soul Stirrers are the most important of these groups.  First recorded in the ‘30’s for the Library of Congress, this group set the standard for the way gospel groups ought to sound.  Featuring falsetto lead vocal, complex group polyrhythms and interesting improvisation, The Soul Stirrers were the group that all the others were inspired by.  After several personnel changes, they were recorded in the early ‘50’s by Specialty Records, at this time featuring a dynamic lead vocalist, Sam Cooke, who later went out on his own and became a successful pop singer. 
The recording artist who brought gospel and R&B together was Ray Charles.  His earliest influences were jazz singers and piano players, and he cites Nat “King” Cole and Clarence “Pine Top” Smith as his favorite artists.  After signing a contract with Atlantic Records, he quickly put his unique stamp on the world of Rhythm and Blues by incorporating gospel melodies and chord progressions into a very “secular” mix of jazz and blues.  His first hit, “I Got a Woman” (1954), borrowed it’s melody from Alex Branford’s gospel song entitled “I’ve Got a Savior.”  He took “This Little Light of Mine” (famously recorded by the Clara Ward Singers), and made it “This Little Girl Of Mine,” and his hit “Hallelujah, I Love Her So” was a very direct gospel-styled song.  Many black church-goers were upset by Ray’s secularizing of what they felt was a sacred gospel tradition of music, but young people, both black and white, responded strongly to his music.  Charles’ biggest hit for Atlantic, “What’d I Say (parts I and II)” (1959), featured a very gospel-esque call-and-response between Ray and a small vocal group.  In this song, Charles pays tribute to blues singer/pianist “Pine Top” Smith by quoting some of the lyrics to “Pine Top’s Boogie Woogie” (from 1928), and to jazz singer Cab Calloway, who was known for calling out nonsense syllables to his band and to the audience in order to get a vocal response.  In 1960, Charles signed with a larger record company, ABC-Paramount, where he made some great recordings, but nothing as innovative and energetic as the music that he made for Atlantic. 
Early R&B, pt. V – DOO-WOP and other “SECULAR” VOCAL GROUPS
Although its roots can be traced all the way back to the 1940’s, the early 1950’s signaled the real beginning of Doo-Wop music, which was born out of the jazz and rhythm and blues music styles. Doo-Wop began with friends gathering on street corners, on their back porches, or just about anywhere, and making up songs. Doo-wop first began in the inner cities, most notably Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.  Doo-wop got its name for its characteristically "nonsensical" lyrics. It is filled with lines like "doo-be-doo-be", "sh-boom, sh-boom", “do-be-do-be-do”, etc., which are most often sung by the baritone singer. Mostly these nonsensical lyrics were used as background while somebody sang the lead on top. The nonsensical lyrics replaced musical instruments, as doo-wop was most often done acapella. The nonsensical lyrics were an imitation of the instruments that normally played the background for the singer, most notably the double bass. 
The earliest traces of Doo-Wop harmony can be heard in the early-‘40’s groups The Ink Spots and The Mills Brothers.  These groups sang 4-part harmony in a non-traditional style (compared to the “barber-shop” quartets of the day), using syllables and spoken lyrics.  The Ravens and The Orioles are the first actual Doo-Wop groups, both touring nationally in the early 1950’s to wide acclaim.  The Orioles’ hit, “Crying In the Chapel” (1953) was a cover of a country & western tune, and it became one of the first big cross-over hits by a African-American group.  Probably the most famous Doo-Wop song was recorded by The Chords in 1954, entitled “Sh-Boom.”   During this year, Doo-Wop had a string of hits.  For some reason, many of the groups named themselves after birds, probably as a tribute to The Ravens and The Orioles.  The Crows, The Penguins, The Flamingoes, and The Cardinals were all groups who enjoyed success around 1954.
There are, of course, many characteristics of doo-wop music, and one of them is the unique range of voices. The typical range of voices in a doo-wop group are the lead singer, the falsetto/first tenor, second tenor, and a baritone singer.  While falsetto (male voice in the extreme upper register) was normally done as background, one group, the Four Seasons, capitalized on their lead singer, Frankie Valli’s, amazing 3 and a half octave vocal range, making falsetto the lead voice. Another characteristic of doo-wop music is that it is usually very simple and easy to sing along to, which is one of the main factors of its success. People enjoyed it because they could participate in it, and recreate it themselves. 
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