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Blame baseball writer Bill James for this list. In 1988, in the middle of the “classic rock” brouhaha and three years after James used his various methods to propose the 100 greatest baseball players of all time, a conversation at the Lovelight Restaurant in Norman, Okla., turned to the question: “Well, could we do this with music? Who were the 100 most important musicians of the 20th century?”


If Discoveries yet existed, I wasn’t aware of it, but I filled three earth-tone napkins with about 40 names for such a list. Well after the others at the table forgot about it, I had expanded the 40 to about 120 and felt reasonably certain that the list would double if I properly learned the pre-rock era. 


Eventually, the idea of a list of musicians yielded to a list of recordings for an assortment of reasons. Although comparing Bill Monroe with Richard Rodgers simply goes past most listeners, their recorded works are on the same slabs of shellac or vinyl, spin at the same speeds and have their impact on similar kinds of regular people. In addition, records for this century are what orchestral scores were for the previous one. We ought to be able to formulate a basic repertoire of pop recordings, a body of work that an educated collector or listener can agree forms a core of knowledge essential to understanding society as a whole.


The question of posterity had, of course, cropped up frequently in musician interviews over the years. Leo Kottke recently remarked that “early influences” isn’t something a beginning journalist is interested in, but he’s wrong. “Where did that come from” is one of the first things a listener turned writer thinks to ask (and Kottke actually answered the question to this writer back in 1973 with an amiable “John Fahey”). Many musicians who hate talking about their own work habits love talking about their roots. Just ask Tim Hauser of Manhattan Transfer, for instance, to recommend a Lambert, Hendricks and Ross album. 


Buttress that with library research, which involved readings years worth of mass magazine record reviews, year-end issues of Stereo Review, High Fidelity, Rolling Stone, American Record Guide, The Village Voice, Trouser Press, Spin and more, and many, many books. Jazz record-review guides date back at least to 1940, and although it gets tedious reading one from cover to cover, one does tend to learn things. The same thing is true with the various rock record-review guides published mostly in the ‘80s.


From there, I started interviewing people in earnest. For several years, I had been making a note of when someone called something “the greatest record ever made” and a few of those are reflected in the nominations here. Over the past year, I have consciously asked questions about this project in musician interviews. Some nominations are cited below, but as often as not a musician nominated something that didn’t get included, but in doing so added to my understanding of what should be included. 


I also contacted non-musicians, historians such as country music authority Bill Malone, college professors who teach courses in rock or pop history, Discoveries contributors to be sure, fellow collectors whose opinions I was curious about. I got told a few times over the years that the idea was nuts. More than one correspondent used the phrase “apples and oranges.” David Grisman, a musician who has devoted his musical life to crossing apples with oranges, at one point said, “Listen to what you’re saying, great. Are there really 100 great musicians of the 20th century, let alone greatest?”


And a list took shape. It would reflect both singles and albums, after an initial intent to do simply albums. A draft was circulated to various Discoveries contributors and friends.  Possible corrections were taken into account. The list was revised, grew to about 140 items and continued to shrink.


The Discoveries 100 is intended to reflect the century by choosing the 100 most important record from the McKinley assassination up through the Clinton impeachment.  Its perspective is skewed to the extent that this is an American publication, the project was developed by a white male 40ish American writer, and the United States served as the recording era’s center in the same way that Paris, Vienna, St. Petersburg and Milan were at the center for previous musical eras. 


Most lists of this type that we’ve seen over the past two years have had serious problems – too new, too old, too video-oriented, too geocentric.  I’ve tried to eliminate as many of those flaws as possible. There was some reader participation, but it was intentionally low-key – no internet poll that could be stuffed by partisans. I plotted out a curve in advance that allowed for more recordings toward the end because more were made and because the audience was greater, but that ensured representation from every period of 20th century record-making. 

I attempted to identify the various trends and see that they were represented. There are a few exceptions – the most glaring is the ecumenical acoustic music of the last 25 years that include new-grass, New Age, nouveau string bands and the like – and that there are only a few is because many important trends are reduced to a single recording. To widen the net any more than it stands would make it next to meaningless.

Similarly, I made ranked lists of the most important musicians of the century; put them all together and there are about 250 names. This is a record list, not an artist list, but I made sure I was aware if someone key was left off. Depending on one’s point of view, the most important artist omissions are Jerome Kern, Glenn Miller, Tammy Wynette, Fletcher Henderson, Jerry Lee Lewis, Elton John and Carole King. No artist gets more than one recording.

Important doesn’t mean popular. “Rock Around the Clock” isn’t on the list, nor is “Joy to the World” or “Heartbreak Hotel.” Important doesn’t mean excellent. If I used my aesthetic judgment and chose the 100 best recordings, the overlap might be about 20 percent. An important recording had an impact on the public, on other musicians and on the writers of music history – critics at first and then other writers. 

I give credence to the criteria Loretta Lynn once told me Patsy Cline held for greatness -- “You’ve either got to be first, or different or good” – except for this list it helps to be at least two of them. One colleague who reviewed an early draft of this list observed that the early selections tend to reflect firsts and social importance more, and the later selections get into issues of excellence more. That’s natural, isn’t it? In choosing the first 40 or so items, I tended to draw on from eight to 12 possibilities per item. During my own lifetime (and that of most of the nominating musicians and writers), that number jumped to 30 or 40 per item.

I tried to listen to every item on the list, but in the end decided it would be myopic to penalize several highly important recordings based on the flaws of myself and others. I think I’ve heard 90-95 of these records. The list reflects singles and albums in just about every form the century experienced – cylinder, 10-inch shellac disc, 12 and seven-inch vinyl discs, cassette tape, compact disc and no-disc. Stylistically, it starts with minstrelsy and goes up through rap, industrial noise and New County. If this sounds unwieldy, it is. 
1. Arthur Collins. "The Preacher and the Bear." Edison 9000, 1905. Also recorded for Columbia and Victor. Apparently the bestseller of the cylinder era, this is the most popular telling of an anthropomorphic baptism by a singer whose minstrelsy style will sound at best quaint – and at worst woefully racist – today. 

2. Billy Murray. "The Grand Old Rag." From George Washington, Jr. Words and music by George M. Cohan. Victor 4634, 1906. We open with a censorship case, one of the many contenders for pop's first "gangsta" record. A combination of Murray's smart-allecky delivery and Cohan's title inspired by a Civil War veteran's recollections of Gettysberg led to the record's recall. It is known today as "You're a Grand Old Flag." Murray established himself as the most popular recording artist of the first two decades of this century with a conversational style that bordered on irreverence. In that sense, he was the John to Harry MacDonough's Paul recording the early works of Cohen, Irving Berlin and the various Ziegfeld writers. Joel Whitburn and Steve Sullivan's apocryphal re-creation of turn-of-the-century pop charts have this as a No. 1 record for 10 weeks, one of 17 “No. 1” hits Murray would enjoy. To the extent that their phony exercise has validity, it indicates Murray’s huge role as a recording artist. 

3. Columbia Male Quartet. “Let Me Call You Sweetheart.” Words by Beth Slater Whitson; music by Leo Friedman. Columbia 1057, 1910. Tin Pan Alley author David A. Jasen says the sheet music for this now standard  sold 6 million copies. This group, which recorded on other labels as the Peerless Quartet, established itself as the premiere recording act within the barbershop harmony genre. The song wasn’t a fluke for its writers; they had a bestseller the year before in “Meet Me Tonight in Dreamland.” 

4. Nora Bayes. “Over There,” b/w “(Goodbye, and Luck Be With You) Laddie Boy.” Words and music by George M. Cohan. Victor 45130, 1917. Several artists had big hits with Cohan’s propaganda song, but Bayes’ stands out because she was more genuine. If she had been recording isolationist paeans – as had, say, the American Quartet -- the year before, I’m not aware of it. The singer-comedienne, the first big star to emerge from Ziegfeld’s Follies, delighted in celebrating America’s European roots. Her performance here indicates how extensive a recording career she could have had if she had just come along a few years later.

5. Al Jolson,  "Swanee." Columbia 2884, 1920. Music by George Gershwin, words by Irving Caesar. From Sinbad. Jolson was already an established stage and recording star when he first heard this first major Gershwin song. The pianist-songwriter had decidedly not established himself yet, and was still a somewhat Berlin-derivative tunesmith. But song and singer couldn’t have been more suited for each other: Neither artist would have a bigger hit in his lifetime. It is worth noting that Jolson generated material from an assortment of songwriters, and songs such as “April Showers” or “California Here I Come” might better reflect his importance as the first successful recording artist among theater singers. Gershwin’s future, which included surprisingly few hit records, was at this point ahead of him.
6. Henry C. Gilliland & A.C. "Eck" Robertson, "Arkansas Traveler," b/w Robertson solo on "Sally Goodin." Victor 18956, 1922. This pair of fiddle tunes, recorded has been called the first genuine country record. The playing, recorded after the pair of West Texans attended a Civil War reunion in Washington, continues to impress fiddlers today. A personal note: When an uncle found an antique Victrola in the 1960s for his home, this 78 in my grandfather’s collection was the record he thought it was important for me to hear.

7. Paul Whiteman and His Orchestra; George Gershwin, pianist.  Rhapsody in Blue, Parts 1 and 2. Music by Gershwin. Victor 55225, 1924. The original acoustical recording of Rhapsody gets the nod from most Gershwin scholars as the superior performance. It captures the high-mindedness of Whiteman's approach to what Victor Lopez would dub "symphonic jazz" and hints at all that is to come - not just Gershwin's later long-form music but the other big bands led by white (and in most cases, ex-Whiteman) musicians. If this list recounted important music rather than records, Gershwin’s Porgy and Bess would rank higher than Rhapsody – certainly than its premiere recording. As an orchestral work, Rhapsody would later be cleaned up in its dynamics and compositional development. Here we can see its origins, not so much a progression within a theme as a series of similar themes. 

8. Vernon Dalhart.  "The Prisoner’s Song." Words and music by Guy Massey.  Victor 19427, 1924; by reputation the biggest non-holiday record prior to Elvis Presley's "Heartbreak Hotel." One can hear Dalhart’s wistful musings about whether his true love has waited for him in the more recent prison song “Unchained Melody.” This first commercial field recording started a boom of record companies going out and searching for folk or country performers to put down their tunes in hotel-room studios. Dalhart had a long career otherwise known for the “Wreck of the Old 97.”

9. Bessie Smith. “The St. Louis Blues.” Words and music by W.C. Handy. Columbia 14064, 1925. Louis Armstrong, cornet. When the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences began to name its Hall of Fame recordings that came out prior to its introduction of the Grammies, they chose to honor Smith’s libidinous “Empty Bed Blues,” a great recording. Her biggest hit was her first, “Down Hearted Blues” from 1923, and to a great extent her signature tune is her defiant libertarian anthem, “T’ain’t Nobody’s Biz Ness if I Do.” Any would be fine choices to represent the Empress of the Blues. This recording has the added virtue of representing the Father of the Blues. It might be the greatest record made of a Handy composition, with its funereal organ and Armstrong’s wonderful counterpoint to Smith’s dead-on wail.

10. Jelly Roll Morton. “King Porter – A  Stomp,” b/w “The Pearls.” Music by Ferdinand Morton. Vocalion 1020, 1926. The first commercial jazz recordings were made in the teens by the Original Dixieland Band, while the first recording by African-American musicians was a 1921 Los Angeles recording by New Orleans trombonist Kid Ory leading Spike’s Seven Pods of Pepper Orchestra. For the first major jazz recording, though, look to this solo piano rendering by the form’s first major artist. Pianist Morton was both an able soloist and an inventive composer and musical theorist. The “stomp” was apparently named after clarinetist Porter King, and would be arranged by several of the ‘20s and ‘30s nine-piece bands. A collector wishing to further extend the media of this list could choose Morton’s “paper” recordings of piano rolls. 

11. Louis Armstrong and His Hot Five. "West End Blues.” Composed by Joe “King” Oliver and Clarence Williams. Okeh 3204, 1928. Earl Hines, piano. One of the eight initial selections in the NARAS Hall of Fame. Oliver’s band recorded this as well, but from the opening notes featuring Armstrong’s own uncaccompanied trumpet, this one ranks as the preeminent early jazz recording. Hines’ piano style, which he would later develop into the first really modern jazz style, was so perfectly integrated with the bandleader’s playing that it would sometimes be called “trumpet-style” piano. 

12. The Carter Family. "Wildwood Flower." Words and music by A.P. Carter. Victor 40000, 1928. A.P., Sara and Maybelle Carter didn’t invent the string band music that they played, but for the first generation of country music record listeners they were its prototype, the test model. The songs covered simple topics, the playing augmented them without seeming frilly or too town, and Sara’s singing captured the tension between wit and tranquility that epitomize the fretted, rural strain of American pop. Maybelle’s playing is perfect on this one, and the melody endures well beyond its reported million-selling impact when it was released.

13. Leo Reisman and His Orchestra; vocals by Fred Astair. "Night and Day,"  b/w "I've Got You Out of My Mind." From The Gay Divorce. Words and music by Cole Porter. Victor 24193, 1932. Before “Night and Day,” Cole Porter was a Midwestern WASP attempting to craft songs alongside Msrrs. Gershwin and Rodgers and Kern. “I have to write more Jewish,” he confided to Richard Rodgers once and damned if he didn’t mix his chords up with an eye to the Middle East here. More than anything, the record helped to break Gershwin pal Astaire as a singer in his own rite because of that elegance with an edge that he brought to its introductory stanza and choruses. Others might eventually do better Porter, but this was the recording that confirmed his talent to a theater world that would eventually hear Ethel Merman in Anything Goes.

14. Jimmie Rodgers. “Blue Yodel (T for Texas).” Words and music by Rodgers. Victor 21142, 1928. The “singing brakeman” would write and record more elegant songs, in particularly “In the Jailhouse Now” and “Waiting for a Train.” His “Blue Yodel No. 5 (Muleskinner Blues)” best captured the doom of Rodgers’ lot in life, and would later get a revved deconstruction from the Monroe Brothers. And he would more overtly mingle white and black southern music on such tracks as “Any Old Time.” This ranks as Rodgers’ most important record both because it was his biggest hit and because it began a series of “Blue Yodel” records that hold up marvelously today. Although the shortness of his life and the strictures of Depression-era recording limit his importance below that of Monroe, Armstrong or Ellington, it is impossible to overstate the impact he had on what would become country and what would become rock.

15. Heavenly Gospel Singers. “Precious, Lord, Take My Hand,” b/w “Two Wings.” Words and music by Thomas A. Dorsey. Bluebird 6846, 1937. This South Carolina group is credited with really establishing Dorsey as a major spiritual songwriter with this recording. The former blues singer-pianist had written the song to lament the deaths of his wife and the child was carrying while he was on tour. The song would be recorded or performed by many other key singers, most prominently perhaps by Mahalia Jackson at Martin Luther King Jr.’s funeral. 

16. Count Basie & His Orchestra. "One O'Clock Jump." Music by William Basie. Decca 1363, 1937. The first great riff record opens with a burst of Basie piano that is quickly joined by the others in his great rhythm section in sketching out this after-hours concoction. Saxophonist Herschel Evans and after him Lester Young then play solos over the theme before giving way to some strong ensemble horn work. Basie came out of the nine-piece “territory band” community based in Kansas City during the ‘20s, and became its most important product because he assembled a rhythm section to die for that was always at the core of his recordings. He had a long recording career including many other excellent recordings, beyond being a guiding light to the sound of the band era.

17. Robert Johnson.  "Kind-Hearted Woman," b/w "Terraplane Blues." Words and music by Johnson. Vocalion 03416, 1938.Paul Williams places the B side among his 100 greatest rock singles. Charles Edward Smith and Fred Ramsey Jr. cited it alone among Johnson's recordings in their 1942 Jazz Record Guide. The guitaring and singing on these two songs are excellent, and would influence at least two generations of later folk, blues or rock artists. After putting all the mythology aside, the passion of both his vocals and his guitaring were never undercut by his painstaking craft. Several of Johnson’s recordings exhibit these qualities, of course, and a strong case could be made for simply substituting here the early ‘60s King of the Delta Blues Players vinyl album for this, or even the Grammy-winning, RIAA-certified Complete Recordings boxed set.

18. Benny Goodman. "Sing! Sing! Sing! (with a Swing)." Words and music by Louis Prima. Victor 25796, 1938. The “In-a-Gadda-da-Vida” (or perhaps more appropriately “Every Picture Tells a Story”) of its day features Goodman’s band at its most bodacious. Harry James’ trumpet and especially Gene Krupa’s drums make this perhaps the greatest uptempo rocord of the 78-rpm era. Its live reprise in Goodman’s Carnegie Hall concert of that year is one of the things that would make its live recording a plausible alternative selection.

19. Billie Holliday. "Strange Fruit." Words and music by Lewis Allen. Commodore 526, 1939. Lady Day is among the three or four most important female singers of the recording era, based on her placement in all sorts of jazz, rock and singer polls. Choosing this relatively obscure recording to represent her rather than her trademark "God Bless the Child” or one of her many strong sides for Columbia puts a greater emphasis on her mythic resonance. This poignant ballad about southern lynchings of African Americans ranks as one of the first and greatest protest songs of the century. Holiday’s singing is marvelous, the somger accompaniment first-rate and the song itself makes most ‘60s protest music seem half-baked. A NARAS Hall of Fame selection, and yet another censorship victim.

20. Judy Garland, with the Victor Young Orchestra. “Over the Rainbow.” Music by Harold Arlen, words by E.Y. Harburg. From The Wizard of Oz. Decca 2672, 1939. It is likely that this song has had the greatest impact on the greatest number of people of any this century, mostly because of its role in the movie, but also because it is the ultimate misfit song. By its premiere, Arlen had already established himself as an important songwriter with such works as “Stormy Weather,” “It’s Only a Paper Moon” and “I’ve Got a Right to Sing the Blues.” By the ‘30s, his sharpest collaboration was with Yip Harburg, and it hit its peak with the Wizard music. Garland’s plaintive vocal established her as one of several women (Lena Horne and Barbra Streisand were two others) who could really embrace Arlen’s melodies. This single rather than the soundtrack album appears here, by the way, because the album was almost an afterthought – not released until 1952, and never really an important artifact of the movie because of its perennial appearance on network television up until last year.

21. Woody Guthrie. Dust Bowl Ballads. Victor 26619-24, 1940. If there is an earlier “concept album,” I haven’t found it. Guthrie wrote songs or lyrics to existing songs after seeing John Ford’s film version of Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath. The folks at Victor were smart enough to release the songs together rather than as individual singles. Several songs, including “Vigilante Man,” “Pretty Boy Floyd” and especially “Dusty Old Dust Storm (So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You)” count as fret-pop standards. Guthrie placed himself out of his mainstream country career with this one, and in so doing inspired at least three generations of singer-songwriters.
22. Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys. "New San Antonio Rose,"  b/w “Bob Wills Special.” Words and music by Bob Wills. OKeh 05694, 1940. Tommy Duncan’s smooth vocal is part of what makes this recording a classic, although the arrangement is of a bigger band than what one think of today as classic Wills. It was part of a set of April 1940 sessions that would have made a dandy album, and would in fact include more fiddle-dominated accompaniment to Duncan on “Time Changes Everything” and Wills’ own lead vocal in front of some inspired soloing on “Corrina, Corrina.” 

22. Artie Shaw. “Star Dust.” Music by Hoagy Carnichael. Victor 27230, 1941. Carmichael’s Bix Beiderbecke-inspired music has been called the greatest song of the various eras of band and theater songwriting, and Shaw’s performance is by consensus its authorial recording. The clarinetist’s band had an ex-Beiderbecke arranger and a trumpeter in Billy Butterfield who could capture the nuance of its melody even at full throttle. One of several white big bands to come to prominance during the War years, and it could be reasonably argued that Glenn Miller more belongs on this list as a more influential recording artist.

24. Gene Autry. “Back in the Saddle Again (theme Song).” Words and music by Autry and Whitley. Okeh 05080, c.1640. In the immediate aftermath of the Hayes Code, several motion picture studios replaced their salacious fare by establishing the “singing cowboy” genre. Autry was the genre’s first star, and likely its greatest. His “Silver Haired Daddy and I” would prove his biggest non-holiday recording, and his “Rudolph the Rednosed Reindeer” ranks as his most enduring standard, but this one gets the nod as most important. It was the theme for his radio show, turned up as the title for one of his movies and epitomized his relaxed take on Hollywoodized country.

25. The Mills Brothers. “Paper Doll,” b/w “I’ll Be Around.” Decca 18318, 1941.A side words and music by Johnny M. Black. In the opening guitar chords, the wordless background vocals, the half-crooned slow first stanza and the abrupt up-tempo shift of this biggest hit by the Ohio quartet, one can hear traces of what came after them. The quartet with guitar format would be extrapolated on by The Ink Spots, the chordal textures later by the Moonglows and the whole voices as instrument thing by an assortment of doo-wop groups. At the same time, one can hear all the way back to turn-of-the-century quartets – both white and black – in the quaint simplicity of the song and its ironic conceit. This was the biggest single hit record in the era before Japan’s occupation of Burma sharply curtailed record production because Burma included the largest habitat for the worms who secreted shellac.

26. Duke Ellington Orchestra. “Take the A Train.” Music by Billy Strayhorn. Victor 27380, 1941. The irony, of course, is that the best known piece of music by the man a generation of jazz afficionados refers to as America’s greatest composer was written by someone else. Strayhorn was kind of an alter ego to the pianist-bandleader, and it really doesn’t diminish Ellington’s original work to propose that Strayhorn summed it up so thoroughly in the piece that would become the orchestra’s theme. It is from the classic ‘40s version of the Ellington orchestra, and if the point is to reflect that band doing Ducal ouevre, there are admittedly many possible alternative selections. It should be noted that Ellington, participating in an exercise similar to this 40 years ago, said that a serious record collection would include something by pianist Art Tatum. 

27. Bing Crosby, with the Ken Darby Singers. "White Christmas." From Holiday Inn. Words and music by Irving Berlin. Decca 18429, 1942. This is both one of the most obvious choices for a list of the 100 most important recordings of the 20th Century and the biggest injustices. Crosby’s recording didn’t just chart multiple times; it topped the charts more than once and was regarded as the biggest selling single of all time before Elton John and Diane Spencer clouded the issue. But to single it out diminishes somewhat the huge catalogue of popular recordings in Crosby’s career. Even considering the popularity of Elvis Presley in the ‘50s and The Beatles in the ‘60s, Crosby likely stands as the most popular recording artist of the century and any dozen of the standards he created would merit inclusion on this list. “Pennies from Heaven” and “Swinging on a Star” probably stand the tallest, but Crosby is really the first of the band singers (he was with Whiteman) to establish himself first as a radio singer and then as a record and film singer. More than anyone, he is responsible for taking advantage of the electronic microphone by “crooning” into it in a way that separated him from the projection-conscious theater singers before him. 
28. Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II. Original cast album. Oklahoma! Decca DA-359, 1943. The only album to go Top 10 on Billboard’s singles chart, and as such an inspiration for the albums chart premiering in 1945. It was apparently Dick Kapp’s idea to keep all the songs together rather than promoting one as a single (although Kapp’s Decca had a No. 2 hit with “People Will Say We’re in Love.”) In their first collaboration, Rodgers and Hammerstein changed the nature of musical theater, more thoroughly integrating their song score into the story and dialogue of their source play. In addition, they established themselves at the center of a war-time culture that celebrated rural values through such media as The Grand Ole Opry and such works as Elton Britt’s “There’s a Star Spangled Banner Flying Somewhere” and Aaron Copland’s ballet Rodeo. The two trends combined to produce a generation of homogenous musical productions, and a second generation of musical songwriting teams who were as apt to work on screen as on stage.

29. Nat “King” Cole. The King Cole Trio. Capitol A-8, 1944. The No. 1 item on Billboard’s albums chart when it debuted in March of 1945. Cole had already topped both the folk and the pop charts with “Straighten Up and Fly Right,” his first vocal recording at a point when he still thought of himself as a piano player. Both roles are displayed here leading his trio in a bebop-derived jazz style that was as cerebral as it was polite. His biggest vocal showcase came on “Sweet Loraine,” but Cole was not yet the ballad singer who would later surface after the trio was disbanded. This is important, though, as much for his playing and that of guitarist Oscar Moore and bassist Johnny Miller. What we think of as Chicago-style pop jazz by such artists as Ramsey Lewis really has its beginnings here. The alternate Cole selection would be one of the two singles that completed his transformation to ballad singer – Les Baxter’s curious 4/4 arrangement of “Nature Boy” or Nelson Riddle’s sonorous treatment of “Mona Lisa.”

30. Louis Jordan and the Tympani Five. "Caldonia" b/w "Somebody Done Changed the Lock on My Door." Decca 8670, 1945. Nominated by Richard Penniman. Jordan had bigger hits than this: "Choo Choo Ch'Boogie" and "There Ain't Nobody Here But Us Chickens" spent a total of 35 weeks in 1946 at No. 1 on Billboard's race charts. This, however, was the record that got them there - a joyous tribute to a hard-headed woman that continues to be performed today. Jordan's mixture of rhythm and braggadocio here would become a model for the rock lead singer, a prototype that would extend from Chuck Berry and "Little" Richard up through Mike Love and Steve Tyler. (No. 1 seven weeks on Billboard race charts, 26 weeks total.)

31. Dizzy Gillespie Sextet. “Bebop,” b/w “Salt Peanuts.” Music by John Birks Gillespie. Manor 5000, 1945. Choosing among the many “young turk” recordings of early bebop lies madness, and it might have been smarter to go with one of the collaborations trumpeter Gillespie and alto saxophonist Charlie Parker -- or for that matter Parker’s “Ornithology” or “Ko Ko.” The pair, and such others as pianists Thelonious Monk and John Lewis, drummers Art Blakey and Max Roach, bassist Oscar Pettiford and such drummers as Kenny Clarke, Max Roach, Art Blakey, Cozy Cole and (heard here) Shelley Manne, brought to jazz a post-war individualism and world-conscious departure from the safe, sweet melodies of the band era. The angular riffs and solos were controversial for years after their introduction, one of many cases in which musical developments were accused of sacrificing melody and harmony for rhythm and shock value. This is really the single that codified the style, with its after-the-fact theme and one of Gillespie’s most enduring performance pieces.

32. Irving Berlin. Original cast with Ethel Merman, Annie Get Your Gun. Decca 805, 1946. This is arguably Berlin's best stage score, a backstage musical of sorts that is highlighted by Merman's stunning performances and which gave the world "There's No Business Like Show Business." Of the four stage musicals that most defined Merman's dominance of theater singing (the others are Porter's Anything Goes, Gershwin's Girl Crazy and Styne's Gypsy) this produced the best cast album. 

33. Merle Travis. Folk Songs from the Hills. Capitol AD-50, 1947. Nominated by Bill  Malone. Travis is among country’s most influential guitarists, and on his debut album he established himself as a formidable songwriter. The story goes that label founder Johnny Mercer gave some songwriting tips to Travis – at that point one of the many Southern California-based pickers Cliffie Stone had recruited to the label – and Travis responded by submitting original rather than traditional material when Stone and producer Lee Gillette asked him to do a folk album. The songs include “Dark as a Dungeon,” “Nine Pound Hammer,” “I Am a Pilgrim” and in particular the soon-to-be standard “Sixteen Tons.”  He could have easily been represented by such commercial country efforts “Divorce Me C.O.D.” or “Smoke! Smoke! Smoke! (That Cigarette)” – songs he wrote either for himself and Tex Williams.

34. Mahalia Jackson. “Move On Up a Little Higher.” Apollo 164, 1947. Record collecting is in many ways a hopelessly secular hobby in terms of the overall importance of some strains of music. The uneasy relationship between the blues and church music and its role in the development of jazz, rhythm’n’blues and various other forms of African-American popular music, tend  to be illustrated by secular music that draws from the sacred. Jackson’s success singing gospel exhibited a reverse: She flirted with a song in a way that would have stood her well as a pop singer, except she was flirting with The Lord. This is credited as gospel’s first million-selling record.

35. Bill Monroe and His Blue Grass Boys. "Blue Grass Breakdown."  Music by Monroe. Columbia 20552, 1947. Lester Flatt, guitar. Earl Scruggs, banjo. Chubby Wise, fiddle. Howard “Cedric Rainwater” Watts, bass. This one didn’t chart, mostly because at this point the Blue Grass Boys had such an impact on the Grand Ole Opry as a live act that its recording career simply wasn’t reflected in Billboard. Monroe’s recordings are improtant beyond that because they document one of the five or six individuals with the strongest claim of being the century’s most important musician. As a genre pioneer, a soloist who pert near saved his instrument from obsolescence, a generator of repertoire, a distinctive harmony vocalist and a bandleader whose players are a Who’s Who of string-band music, Monroe had some kind of impact on six different decades of pop, folk and country. What distinguishes this from his other really ground-breaking recordings – his deconstruction of Jimmie Rodgers’ “Muleskinner Blues” comes to mind, his personal bestseller of “Kentucky Waltz” and the resplendent vocal and instrumental mix of his signature tune “Uncle Pen” – is that it is from the up-to-speed October 1947 sessions by the “classic” version of the Blue Grass Boys. Scruggs’ addition on banjo finished a five-year process of transforming string-band music into something both modern and traditional. The intense soloing here of first Monroe, then fiddler Wise, guitarist Flatt and finally Scruggs on verse after verse provided a template that ran from “Rocky Top” to Bela Fleck and back.

36. Tito Puente. This is Mambo. Tico 101, 1950. By dropping back on the brass and emphasizing the drummers (including Mongo Santamaria) on the 1949 single “Abaniquito,” timbalero-arranger-bandleader Puente, one of the stars of New York’s Palladium Ballroom during the late ‘40s and early 50s, created the first mambo record to attract interest outside New York’s Latin community. Its importance can’t be understated. Puente would still be making records almost 50 years later, including his RCA bestseller Dance Mania (1957) and the 1962 “Oye Como Va” that Santana would cover in 1970. It is the record that really put George Goldner’s Tico on the map, and the admittedly shady producer-entrepreneur would have a role after that through labels such as Rama (doo-wop) Roulette (jazz, Frankie Lymon) and eventually Red Bird (girl group). The Palladium sound of Puente and others would add a Latin tinge to rhythm’n’blues and rock through influencing such songwriters as Doc Pomus, Jerry Lieber and Mike Stoller and – extending the genre to the arts and letters of juvenile delinquency – Leonard Bernstein in his music for West Side Story. It is included here, but so is the brassier sound that epitomized Puente and the other two Mambo Kings’ ballroom sound.

37. Patti Page. "The Tennessee Waltz." Words and music by Redd Stewart and Pee Wee King. Mercury 5534, 1950. The biggest selling non-holiday record between "Prisoner’s Song" and "Heartbreak Hotel." Page's commercial success with this song perhaps gives it an unfair advantage over the more critically heralded example of overdubbed popular recordings, Les Paul and Mary Ford's "How High the Moon." It is also important as part of a late '40s trend of mainstream popular singers giving decidedly pop treatments to country songs, in this case a Cowboy Copas hit. Other examples would include Mitch Miller's production of Hank Williams songs at Columbia, including "Cold, Cold Heart" by Tony Bennett and "Jambalaya" by Rosemary Clooney, and of course the total crossover Chet Atkins engineered at RCA for Eddy Arnold. 

38. Various Artists; Harry Smith; ed. Anthology of American Folk Music. Folkways FA-2951, 2952 and 2953, 1950. Several distinct folk-music revivals took place between the end of World War II and the middle 1960s, and each produced several important albums. The one that has the strongest resonance is this one, a document of the 1948-50 revival that supplied each of the others with repertoire, songwriting templates and models for singing and playing. Anthopologist Smith was listening to some kind of inner muse when he collected this mixture of commercial folk songs from the 1920s. The original notes are funkily maddening, and there are certainly more important recordings available for some of the artists. But it collects the real pictures from life’s other side – tales of murder and courtship and evangelism and Saturday night socials. It juxtaposes early country with early blues, Sara Carter with Fred McDowell with Dock Boggs with Blind Lemon Jefferson. This is the primary document for one version of popular music that evolved over the last 40 years, mingling with rock and commercial folk and the Top 40 and whatever it is the underground means. In a perfect world, the Nitty Gritty Dirty Band's epic Will the Circle Be Unbroken would join the Smith anthology, and they would bookend such albums as The Weavers’ 1956 Reunion at Carnegie Hall, the eponymous 1958 Kingston Trio debut,  Joan Baez in Concert and any of several Paul Robeson or Pete Seeger collections.
39. Hank Williams. Memorial Album. MGM E-202, 1953. Containing the double-sided hit single "Your Cheatin' Heart" and "Kaw-liga," this posthumous album became a phenomenon throughout 1953, thanks to Williams death on Jan. 1 but also to the unending depth of the singer and songwriter's tuneful anguish. His previous album, Moanin' the Blues, is noteworthy mostly for reprising Williams' overlooked B side, "I'm So Lonesome I Could Cry," but on Memorial Album ole’ Hank finally wins the public over with a weeper. The strongest alternative selection would be Williams’ 1949 breakthrough hit, covering the minstrelsy  "Lovesick Blues."

40. Muddy Waters Band. "I'm Your Hoochie Coochie Man." Words and music by Willie Dixon. Chess 1560, 1954. It is somewhat absurd to reduce the post-war electric blues explosion to a single artist, but more than John Lee Hooker, Elmore James, Howlin' Wolf or several others, Waters would be that artist in his multiple roles as singer, solo instrumentalist, sometime songwriter and bandleader. The Chess brothers were notorious for conservatively recording Waters and other Chicago bluesmen during the heyday of the electric blues; the band itself tends to stay way too far in the background. That said, this is the first full example of the great Muddy Waters Band that featured Otis Spann on piano, Jimmie Rogers on guitar, Little Walter on harmonica, Elgin Evans on drums and either Big Crawford or Dixon on bass. It is also the prototype (although it owes something to Waters' earlier "Rolling Stone") for the riff-vocal call and response that would be reprised by Waters on "Mannish Boy," by Bo Diddley on "I'm a Man," by Elvis Presley on "Trouble," by Peggy Lee on "I'm a Woman," by The Rolling Stones on "Midnight Rambler" . . . 

41. Joe Turner. "Shake, Rattle and Roll." Words and music by Charles Calhoun; BMI pseudonym for Jesse Stone. Atlantic 1026, 1954. When Robert Palmer wrote in 1981 that Atlantic made more professional recordings than its rhythm'n'blues contemporaries, he was praising Stone. The staff arranger had been a music pioneer since before the Ertugen brothers, Jerry Wexler or Sam Phillips were born or the Chess brothers immigrated to this country. As a territory bandleader and pianist in the early '20s, Stone wrote out the first horn charts for a jazz band, with other Kansas City bandleaders helped to move jazz from 2/4 to 4/4 time, worked as arranger or musical director for such artists as Earl Hines, Chick Webb and George Lee and began the practice of recruiting big-sounding tenor saxophonists from the Dallas-Fort Worth area. For this single, one of the strongest contenders for the first ever rock'n'roll record, he injected elements from his novelty band days - "found" percussion, spoken background vocals and an attention to a dance beat - into Turner's already established Atlantic blues style. Never mind that the singer was in his 40s and the songwriter in his 50s; a teen sensation was born. Many rock’n’roll afficionados will insist, by the way, that Bill Haley and the Comets’ “Rock Around the Clock” belongs in this spot.

42. Fats Domino. America’s Outstanding Piano Stylist. Imperial EP 127, 1955. As the white market began to look past the cover artists and notice the rhythm’n’blues players who would constitute early rock’n’roll, Imperial collected a sampling of Antoine Domino’s single cuts to market to those who had missed the originals. Opening with “They Call Me the Fat Man,” one of Jim Dawson and Steve Propes’ possibilities in the book What was the First Rock’n’Roll Record, Domino, producer Dave Bartholemew and engineer Cosimo Matassa captured New Orleans R&B of the period perfectly, the polyrhythm of Domino’s triplets over his band’s 4/4 meter, the creole harmonic flourishes, the Jordan-influenced declarations in Domino’s singing. New Orleans piano is epitomized by Roy “Professor Longhair” Byrd, but it would be many years before ‘Fess would be recorded so well. Domino would have bigger hits, but without really capturing this sound that would also be shared by Huey “Piano” Smith, Lee Dorsey, Allan Toussaint and many others.

43. Little Richard. “Tutti Frutti.” Specialty 561, 1955. Words and music by Richard Penniman. One could list a dozen first-generation rock’n’roll records in this list, which would skew it severely. As performances go, this one is near the top – simply on the basis of that opening shout. Connect it with Armstrong’s solo phrase at the outset of “West End Blues” in one direction, with the opening burst of verbiage on Sugarhill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight” in the other and you begin to place the wa-ba-pa-loop in its historical context. Richard’s “Slippin’ and Slidin’” and “Ready Teddy” would also have been worth considering, but so would such bursts as Bo Diddley’s double-sided hit of  “I’m a Man” and “Bo Diddley.”

44. Presley, Elvis. Sun Sessions. RCA LPM-1675, 1976.  Chronological placement reflects 1954-55 singles run.  I defer to a lot of expertise here, but part of me thinks the two-sided RCA single of “Don’t Be Cruel” and “Hound Dog” is more important. In addition to the importance of Elvis’s five pre-RCA singles – they did, after all, establish the coutry/blues rock hybrid – this collection means even more because it established in the ‘70s just how fully realized that hybrid really was. Sam Phillips’ acumen to group Presley with Scotty Moore and Bill Black, the almost offhand way they discovered something loose and right on “That’s All Right,” the wildcat gusher they achieved in deconstructing Monroe’s “Blue Moon of Kentucky” (much as Monroe had done with Rodgers’ “Muleskinner Blues” and Dick Dale would later do with “Miserlou”) and then the understated pop ballad singing on things like “Blue Moon” and “I Love You Because.” This is the Torah for 40 years of subsequent rock. The cruel reality is that the breadth of pioneer recordings in first-generation rockn’n’roll means that this list can only include one rockabilly, which puts Carl Perkins’ “Blue Suede Shoes,” Gene Vincent’s “Be Bop a Lulu” and any number of Jerry Lee Lewis singles unfairly outside the circle.

45. Frederick Loewe and Alan Lerner. Original cast with Julie Andrews, Rex Harrison. My Fair Lady. Columbia 5090, 1956. This is one of the seven or so recordings that could be called the greatest album of all time. Lerner and Loewe's adaptation of Shaw's Pygmalion could not have produced a better set of songs, and they are inserted into pop's permanent vocabulary by stunning performances. Andrews' turns must be what it would have been like to hear Merman premiering the Girl Crazy or Anything Goes songs, and the writers did such a good job of crafting the Higgins songs to non-singer Harrison that singers now imitate him. The first really long-running album on the Billboard charts, with 15 weeks at No. 1 and 480 weeks total. 

46. Ella Fitzgerald. The Cole Porter Songbook. Verve 4001-2, 1956. The Rodgers and Hart Songbook. Verve 4002-2, 1956. Perhaps as a reaction to the first wave of rock’n’roll (it is referred to as a hysteria in the timeline appendix in one jazz history of the late ‘50s), former Chick Webb vocalist Fitzgerald and her manager-producer Norman Granz released almost simultaneously these two documents of the first golden era of musical theater repertoire. Fitzgerald exhibited just what jazz singing means to a song, flirting with a Hart lyric here, running away from the Porter text there. The latter songwriter apparently appreciated her liberties with his work far more than he did the more commercial ones that Frank Sinatra was taking at the time. The songbook series would grow over the years, but the first two form its cornerstone and also serve as the greatest records of the songwriter and songwriting team who really created the most premanant interpretive body of work among their fellows.

47. The Five Satins. “In the Still of the Nite.”  Words and music by Fred Parris. Ember 1005, 1956. No controversy extended so long in the preparation of this list that which doo-wop record would be selected. Others were more stylistically interesting, for instance the El Dorados “At My Front Door” or The Chords’ “Sh-Boom.” Others such as The Crows’ “Gee” and the Orioles’ “Crying in the Chapel” got there first, and The Teenagers’ “Why Do Fools Fall in Love” has the added resonce of really beginning the pre-teen idol trend. In the end, The Satins and leader Parris get the nod for critical reasons: This is the most enduring piece of rhythm’n’blues vocal-group literature. Its stanza is built from the I-Vim-IV-V chord pattern that stretches not just to the Moonglows “Sincerely” but to Rodgers and Hart’s “Blue Moon,”  Loesser and Carmichael’s “Heart and Soul” and at least back to Tchaikovsky’s ''The Prince and the Sugar Plum Fairy" pas de deux in his ballet The Nutcracker. And the performance is heavenly.
48. Buddy Holly. "That'll Be the Day." Words and music by Jerry Allison, Charles Hardin Holley and Norman Petty. Brunswick 55009, 1957. In part because of the implicit isolation of living in West Texas, The Crickets were the first important self-contained rock group. It generated repertoire, supplied most of its accompaniment, and assembled its personnel (as opposed to Sam Phillips joining Elvis with Scotty and Bill). Holly’s Crickets, isolating themselves even further by working with Clovis, N.M. disc jockey Petty, were among the young artists to react to the changes of the previous five years. The bursts of the guitars, the haywire pulse of the drums and bass, the drone of the background vocals and Holly’s own special hiccup all stand out, but so does the song itself. Its importance – a decision had to be made between the Crickets and the Everlys – is elevated not just because of the 2/3/59 crash and its role in the mistaken presumption that rock died that day, but also because of the number of ‘60s Brit groups who drew inspiration from the songs, the style and even the name. Also, Holly is the patron saint for a whole school of West Texans including Roy Orbison, Waylon Jennings, Jimmy Bowen and Joe Ely.

49. Chuck Berry. “Johnny B. Goode,” b/w “Around and Around.” Words and music by Berry. Chess 1691, 1958. Marsh lists this at No. 2 in his rock singles guide. Williams includes it as well in his chronological list, and NASA chose it among the records it sent to communicate with intelligent life on other planets. Berry named his Elvis-like protagonist after pianist collaborator Johnny Johnson, but the resulting single was a showpiece for his lead-rhythm guitar. He defines that Elvis/L’il Abner/Will Rogers archetype of country boy sent to the city to make good so well that at least two generations of musicians identify with it. Six years after it was released, both The Beach Boys and Buck Owens and the Buckaroos used it as encore selections on their respective live albums. The British rockers who combed B sides for club repertoire ate up “Around and Around,” which has a more typical Berry-Johnson interplay than the A. Berry made a slew of defintive singles, of course, and one could use Chess’s early ‘70s Golden Decade collection as a substitute for this, simply because song after song make him the rock era’s most proflificly excellent songwriter. 

50. Frank Sinatra. Sinatra Sings for Only the Lonely. Arrangements by Nelson Riddle. Capitol W(SW)-1053, 1958. The original proposal for this project included seven guesses for likely items, one of them Sinatra’s In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning. Record listening changed that. The 1955 album has a musisality that this one doesn’t have, but Sinatra and Riddle were more conscious of making a great record here. In part because of the patron-bartender relationship between Sinatra and pianist Bill Miller on “One for My Baby,” this is the document that establashed the ‘50s Sinatra as “saloon singer.” It and “Blues for the Night,” although the latter is better recorded by Fitzgerald and Dinah Shore, represent the apogee of Harold Arlen and Johnny Mercer’s great songwriting collaboration. (Arlen’s work with Mercer, which included “Come Rain or Come Shine” and “Ac-Cen-Tu-Ate the Positive” among many others, really needs to be viewed on a pair with Rodgers’ work with Hammerstein. That Arlen worked with so many lyricists before Mercer reduces somewhat the dramatic value of their partnership beginning.) The album also features “Angel Eyes,” a modal companion to “One for My Baby” with that downright spooky tag, “excuse me while I disappear.” This is the best recording an interpretive singer made in the 20th century.

51. Miles Davis. Kind of Blue. Columbia 8163, 1958. John Coltrane, tenor saxophone; Julian “Cannonball” Adderley, alto saxophone; Bill Evans or Wynton Kelly, piano; Paul Chambers, bass. James Cobb, drums. On the other hand, listening to the wide variety of post-bop modern jazz recordings nominated by a mixture of critics and musicians didn’t shake this one, another possibility for the best LP ever made. Davis expanded his group into a sextet by having both alto and tenor saxophones, and for the sextet’s last outing most of them hit out as bandleaders, he sponsored some of the greatest group improvisations of any instrumental genre. It is safe to say that saxophones never sounded so great on a trumpet player’s record, and that the repertoire has a unity that belies its variety. The influence extended to Coltrane’s ‘60s work, for sure, and in the cerebral nature of Evans.’ Adderley would become the center of a soul-jazz movement whose ties to this album aren’t as obvious, except that he and his cornetist brother Nat maintained the same blend of formality and passion, and in group improvisation. Beyond jazz, this album really is the rosetta stone for improvisational rock. Duane Allman heard “All Blues” and sought the same kind of two-guitar blend with Dickey Betts as Trane-Cannonball had on sax. Jerry Garcia and Phil Lesh heard “So What” and constructed “Dark Star” as a kind of cross between the Davis and Bill Monroe. Roger McGuinn heard Coltrane and clarinetist Eric Dolphy’s Davis-inspired reed-play on “India” and knew where he wanted to take his electris 12-string playing on “Eight Miles High.” 

52. The Drifters. "There Goes My Baby." Words and music by Benjamin “E. King” Nelson, Lover Patterson and George Treadwell. Atlantic Records 2025, 1959. Historian/social critic Todd Gitlin wrote that the ‘60s are the most distinct decade of this century because the beginnings were clear and the endings were clear. For popular music, ‘60s music began mere weeks after the Holly crash when producers Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller assembled the Five Crowns into the studio to become the “new” Drifters. Building an arrangement for the Crowns’ doo-wop song that included strings, tympani and the 1-4-7 accents of the Brazilian baion clave, the group and the producers began a form of composed rock’n’roll. What it sacrificed in spontaneity it gained in listener identification. “There Goes My Baby” began a string of Drifters singles such as the Pomus-Shuman “Save the Last Dance for Me” and the Goffin-King “Up On the Roof” that inspired whole new schools of ‘60s pop-rock. Roy Orbison took the baion style and turned himself from a ill-suited rockabilly into a power ballad singer. Producers such as Luther Dixon at Scepter and Shadow Morton at Red Bird took the style to the girl groups of the early ‘60s. Leiber and Stoller might be better represented as songwriters for Presley, The Coasters and others. This, however, is the biggest mark they made on how things turned out.

53. Leonard Bernstein and Stephen Sondheim. Soundtrack, West Side Story. OS-2070, 1961. Another possibility for the greatest LP made, this collaborative updating of the Romeo and Juliet story to involve ethnic conflict and juvenile delinquency in post-War New York City might also be the greatest piece of pop music literature for the century. Drawing on some of the same sources as Puente, Berry and Leiber and Stoller, Bernstein linked together a set of songs that epitomized his own proclivities for broken cadences and textual surprises. Several of the songs are classics – “Somewhere,” “America,” “I Feel Pretty,” “Tonight.” Several others make great theater pieces. Choosing among Bernstein’s three recordings of the work involved a decision that he improved on the accompaniment between the 1956 cast album and the more commercially important soundtrack. It also involved a decision that, with much respect given to Barbara Cook, Chita Rivera and the others, no one really understood the music in Bernstein’s head as well as the relatively anonymous Marni Nixon, who ghosted for Natalie Wood here.

54. Patsy Cline. “Crazy.” Words and music by Willie Nelson. Decca 31317, 1961. It wasn’t God, but rather Owen Bradley, who made honky tonk angels. Sixties Nashville sought a hegemony that would hint at its huge commercial success in the ‘90s. A countrypolitan compromise among several key label players – Chet Atkins at RCA, Don Law at Columbia, Fred Foster at Monument and in this case Bradley at Decca – that called for an increasingly pop approach to rural music. Strong fake-sheet musicians dominated the recording studios, and an assortment of eloquent young songwriters found receptive ears in the front office.  It didn’t always produce great music, but a pop approach was definitely what torch singer Cline responded to. Producer Bradley paired her with Nelson’s song – the story is that she resisted – and the result was magic. Clint became a model for a more worldly set of country women including Loretta Lynn, Tammy Wynette and Lynn Anderson. Nelson joined Roger Miller, Harlan Howard, Hank Cochran and eventually Kris Krisrofferson in establishing an eloquence to country that could only come from something that calls itself Music City.

55. Booker T and the MGs. “Green Onions,” b/w “Behave Yourself.” Volt 102, 1962. As the rhythm section for Stax-Volt Records during the 1960s, Booker T. Jones, Steve Cropper, Duck Dunn and Al Jackson played on all sorts of hits. Unlike their colleagues in Los Angeles, Detroit and Los Angeles, they achieved acclaim as a unit as well for a string of instrumental rhythm’n’blues hits highlighted by this one. If rock-soul has chamber music, this is it, a sinuous organ riff punctuated by the others, followed by several tasty variations. The Memphis sound extended far further to include records by all sorts of Southern singers, but no other record was this indelible.

56. Ray Charles.  Modern Sounds in Country and Western. ABC Paramount 410, 1962. The most nominated album, Charles' exploration of  "white soul"  helped to reshape his own career as a mainstream pop stylist. The album's impact is such that when folkie John Gorka plays "You Don't Know Me" in concert, he introduces it as a Charles song rather than an Eddy Arnold song. The logical extension of such country to blues crossovers as Jimmie Rodgers, Hank Williams and Bob Wills, Modern Sounds could easily surpass Pepper or Fair Lady or whatever as the century's greatest actual album. 

57. James Brown. Live at the Apollo. King 826, 1963. Brown's self-financed document of his early '60s live show - recorded during the Cuban Missile Crisis - is a masterpiece from start to finish, a tightly rendered segue of strong material played to an appreciative crowd. Likely a consensus choice among first-generation rock critics for the greatest live album of all time. The Charles album, by the way, blocked it from the No. 1 spot on the Billboard albums chart. In many ways, Brown led his band through a long, organic medley of new stuff and old. The payoff is either the lengthy “Lost Someone” section, or the rush of “Please, Please, Please” that roughly reflects the thrill the song would have three years later on the Teen-Age Music International  television special. Brown’s career stretches for five decades, of course, and that leaves much room for disagreement on his most important record. His ‘50s singles are enlarged by his success in the ‘60s, of course, but one has to count his “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag” and “I Got You (I Feel Good)” among the strong crop of rock and soul singles in 1965: They were important enough to be blocked from No. 1 on Billboard by pop stations deliberately under-reporting their airplay. In 1989, Spin made Brown’s 1970 album Sex Machine its No. 1 pick among an admittedly quirky best-ever list; the album is looked at today as a major turning point from soul to funk.

58. Stan Getz and Astrud Gilberto. “The Girl from Ipanema.” Music by Antonio Carlos Jobim, words by Joao Gilberto, translation by Norman Gimbel. Verve 10323, 1964.  When Billboard premiered its Easy Listening chart in 1961, the presumption was that it would benefit the classic pop singers who had been shunted aside by the barbarians on the Top 40. It didn’t turn out that way, as a new generation of young adults sought out there own soundtracks. The most notable performer was Barbra Streisand, whom Ethel Merman had called “the new belter” for her over-the-top style of acting out her songs and who had a signature song off the bat with the Styne-Merrill “People” from Funny Girl. But this was likely the most important of the first-generation easy-listening recordings. It continued the fascination Norteno audiences had for the Brazilian sounds hinted at by the “new” Drifters. Jazz saxophonist Getz recorded the pop tune as part of his Grammy-winning collaboration with Astrud’s husband Joao. The dreamy quality in her voice and the understated performance of the Jobim samba made this a radio staple for years – particularly for stations pointedly avoiding the other major records of 1964. 

59. The Righteous Brothers. "You've Lost That Lovin' Feeling." Words and music by Barry Mann, Cynthia Weil and Phil Spector. Philles 124, 1964. Phil Spector's greatest record is in no way representative of either his legend or the rest of his body of work. He epitomized the big-sounding girl group record; these are guys. His sound gelled when he signed on arranger Jack Nitzsche; Gene Page does the honors here. He was a master of the constrictions of the Top 40; this record ran 3:50 and deliberately labeled as 3:05 to get airplay. He made great up-tempo records; this one's slow. His wall of sound involved blending the instruments into a homogenous surge; the individual instruments are easily discernible here. No matter. This single got by far the most reader response. If there is an alternative Righteous Brothers cut, it would be "Little Latin Lupe Lu" or “Unchained Melody,” and it should be noted that Bill Medley and Bob Hatfield rank with the Everly Brothers, the Judds, Simon and Garfunkel and Hall and Oates among the really great pop duos. Medley’s production of such singles as “(You’re My) Soul and Inspiration,” “Lupe Lu” and “You Can Have Her” was first-rate. For  Spector, the other choices include The Ronettes' "Be My Baby," The Crystals "Then He Kissed Me," Ike and Tina Turner's "River Deep Mountain High" and the various-artists album A Christmas Gift for You From Philles Records. 

60. Sam Cooke.  “Shake,” b/w “A Change is Gonna Come.” Words and music by Cooke. RCA 8486, 1965. This has the same kind of resonance as Williams’ Memorial Album, only more so because of the continuing controversy around Cooke’s death. A strong argument could be made for one of his other singles – “Cupid,” “Wonderful World” or in particular the double-sided hit of “Bring It on Home to Me” and “Having a Party.” This gets the nod because “Shake” epitomizes Cooke’s role as the first of the ‘60s soul singers; it traces so easily to Redding and Pickett and Franklin. Also, “Change is Gonna Come” is the kind of elegaic ballad that goes beyond genre. Its stringy treatment might have been intended for easy-listening airplay. Some gunplay took care of that. 

61. Rolling Stones. "(I Can't Get No) Satisfaction." London, 1965. This gets the nod over having to decide among the albums Beggar’s Banquet, Let It Bleed and Exile on Main Street because without it the argument wouldn’t exist. The Stones became the most important British rock band to continue past 1970 specifically because of this single, a dynamite Keith Richards riff free-associated into whatcha-got rebellion by head droog Mick. That they and the others were able to sustain its jolt past Brian’s death, past Altamont, past disco and even past their relevance as contemporary artists makes this rather than The Animals’ “House of the Rising Son” the quintessential blues-based Brit-rock single. “Satisfaction” has the additional advantage of standing for all sorts of great microphones-over-the-ceiling-pipes recordings of garage bands railing at the moon. The Kingsmen’s indecipherable cover of “Louie Louie” or ? and the Mysterians’ Farfisa-dominated sequel to “Human Fly” titled “96 Tears” could easily be listed here without diminishing the list by more than a bit.

62. Various Artists. The Motown Story. Motown MS-5-726, 1971.  Chronological placement reflects 1965 singles run. This selection cops out fierce, as it avoids a decision of whether to leave out The Temptations’ “My Girl” or The Miracles’ “Track of My Tears” or The Supremes’ “Stop! In the Name of Love” or The Four Tops’ “I Can’t Help Myself” or Martha and the Vandellas’ “Dancing in the Street” or . . . The five-LP set’s importance, even to those who didn’t find the spoken parts interesting, is that it established Berry Gordy’s empire as an authorial label. This isn’t really unprecedented; one can make the same claim about Sun or Specialty, Chess or even early Capitol. But to the extent that Motown was a collaboration among its performers such as the above, its writer-producers such as Smokey Robinson, Norman Whitfield, the Holland-Dozier-Holland team and others, such session musicians as James Jamerson and Benny Benjamin and ultimately even suits such as Gordy, this collection captures it. It is among the first rock-era collections that operates more as a museum retrospective than as a hits package, but it also represents the greatest accumulation of hits singles produced in ‘60s rock. 

63. Bob Dylan. Blonde on Blonde. Columbia CS 841-2, eastern time zone, May 16, 1966. Nominated by Bruce Hornsby, the top choice of critics (as opposed to disc jockeys) in the 1977 poll by Paul Gambaccini and the No. 3 choice among all voters in his 1987 poll. Five different Dylan albums  received nominations (and in the best democratic tradition, one was on behalf of a dead man), but the greatest consensus is that Dylan's hectic mixture of Nashville and New York is the monument to his career. The songs are at times brilliant, at times off the cuff, at time grossly plagiarized. The playing has a deliberate sprawl that encompasses and mocks his creative impulses almost simultaneously.  A strong alternative choice would be the 1965 single “Like a Rolling Stone,” or the role it had in the bootleg industry might make some version of The Basement Tapes a possibility.

64. The Beach Boys. Pet Sounds. Capitol T(DT)-2458, pacific time zone, May 16, 1966. The Times of London critic Richard Williams' choice of the top rock album of all time. Ditto a 1996 critic poll within Mojo magazine. It is safe to call Brian Wilson's long-form masterpiece Great Britain's idea of what an American album should sound like. Ditto other musicians: Graeme Edge of the Moody Blues and Mike Stoller both nominated it. Al Kooper listed it No. 1 in his own century Top 100, and it routinely receives accolades from people like Paul McCartney, Thurston Moore and Tom Petty. It is the best individual reflection of the Los Angeles session musician community doing a set of songs that quite effectively capture the musings of a young adult disillusioned by love, fame and adulthood itself. Also the subject of this writer’s master’s thesis. A highly plausible alternative to Pet Sounds would be to choose one of the group’s stellar 1964-65 singles – say, the double-sided “I Get Around” b/w “Don’t Worry Baby?” – or even the 1974 retrospective Endless Summer that joined with Bette Midler’s the Divine Miss M to launch ‘70s celebratory nostalgia.

65. Franklin, Aretha. I Never Loved a Man. Atlantic 8139, 1967. It might be 

better to simply list the single "Respect" here; it is an awesome recording. 

The album includes it, the title cut and much additional depth as Atlantic 

makes the case that Columbia didn't know what it was doing when it tried to 

make Franklin a female Nat Cole. Mojo magazine polled all sorts of singers and determined that Franklin is the greatest of the recording era. VH1 made her No. 1 in its 100 most important women in rock’n’roll. These things imply a range that you simply can’t get here – epitomized by her sight-reading of Verdi at the 1998 Grammies but extending into all sorts of song forms. The importance of her first Atlantic album is that it marked one of popular music’s most severe turning points. 

66. Dionne Warwick. “I Saw a Little Prayer,” b/w “(Theme from) Valley of the Dolls.” Words by Hal David, music by Burt Bacharach. Scepter 12203, 1967. Bacharach first heard Warwick singing background at a “new” Drifters session for one of his songs, recruited her to do his demo records and realized she was better attuned to his material than his more famous clients. “Walk on By” really established their style together, but this one epitomized it. Written as a song to servicemen in Vietnam, its eccentric modulations and what had become a trademark of Bacharach’s to delay resolving a melody with a “I” chord gave this such a lasting resonance that Aretha Franklin did an excellent version a year later and it got hip again in the ‘90s. Bacharach had a successful career with and apart from Warwick; for recording purposes he’s the most important of émigré composer Darius Milhaud’s American students. 

67. Velvet Underground. The Velvet Underground and Nico. Verve Records 5008, 1967.  Within about a year of each other, a pair of low-selling albums by American bands would help to define where rock would go in the ‘70s. They’re cult albums, and a cult album belongs on this list but not two. Despite The Byrds’ Sweetheart of the Rodeo getting more nominations, despite it being among this writer’s true favorites, and despite a belief that Loaded has better songs and stronger performances, this is the cult album. For one thing, it is part of a dark underbelly to the primary colors that were mid’60s rock. The Velvets and The Fugs in New York corresponded with the admittedly more conventionally musical Doors, the Mothers of Invention and Captain Beefheart in Los Angeles to suggest an alienation that made Pet Sounds look saccharin. Of those groups, the Doors produced two mainstream successes; by definition this disqualifies Jimbo and company from cult status, although Strange Days and the debut could arguably be included on this list. This album, produced by Andy Warhol, inspired Iggy Pop, David Bowie, Jonathan Richman, Patti Smith, Ian Hunter, the whole CBGB’s thing, and by inference much after that. Godfather of Punk indeed. 

68. The Beatles. Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band. Capitol T(ST)-2653, 1967. The most frequently cited "greatest rock album ever," winning both the 1987 and 1977 Gambaccini polls and a 1987 20th anniversary critics poll in Rolling Stone. It had a distinct critical backlash by 1969, but was heralded for the apparent maturity of its songwriting, for George Martin's innovative techniques in translating the songs on to tape, and for its conceit (not concept) of representing a performance by a fictional and very English-sounding band. No. 1 for 15 weeks, the 1967 Grammy Album of the Year. Beatle fans would recommend any of seven other albums and three other singles, but this choice is fundamental: No argument about ‘60s rock begins with “This is as good an album as Rubber Soul” or “This one is better than A Hard Day’s Night.” As the greatest Beatle album, Pepper also stands as the definitive example of the mosaic rock group. In addition to playing different instruments and playing different vocal roles, the individual members provide different personality elements and points of view through songwriting, but also ephemeral things like image and public conduct. This model, termed mosaic because it alligned with the McLuhan notion of television as mosaic rather than linear, was built on by the McGuinn-Clark-Crosby-Hillman Byrds, the Stills-Young-Furay Buffalo Springfield, the Crosby-Stills-Nash-Young-et-al  self-styled “anti-group” and eventually the Buckingham-Nicks-McVie Fleetwood Mac and Henley-Frey-Meisner-Leadon Eagles.

69. The Jimi Hendrix Experience. Are You Experienced? Reprise 6261, 1967. It was never a question that Hendrix, the greatest electric guitarist of the ‘60s, would be included. During the nomination process, West Virginia State College history chair C. Stuart McGehee listed Hendrix among the musicians who had to be considered the single most important of the century, on the basis of his role in a lead guitar cult that manifests itself in at least a half dozen consumer magazines for guitar players.  The question was which Hendrix. Electric Ladyland finished the highest in the two Gambaccini polls and got a nomination from Graham Edge as the “guitar equivalent to Pet Sounds.” Folk singer-songwriter John McCutcheon and keyboardist-producer Al Kooper both nominated Experienced, the former noting among other things that it was the ultimate air-guitar record. In the end, everything about the playing on Experienced stands out, the funky flash of “Purple Haze,” the delicate tremelo of “The Wind Cries Mary,” the uptown riffing of “Fire,” the spacy elegance of “Third Stone from the Sun.” The playing has to beat the admittedly excellent polyphony of Ladyland. (And for that matter this writer’s preference of Axis Bold as Love.) Only a shameless revisionist would argue to substitute the Yardbirds’ Havin’ a Rave-Up, Cream’s Disraeli Gears or the Paul Butterfield Blues Band’s East-West – great albums all – for this one.

70. Sly and the Family Stone. Stand. Epic Records, 1969. Nominated by George Clinton. Even more than James Brown, Sylvester “Sly Stone” Stewart is the musician most responsible for creating the expansive funk amalgam out of ‘60s rhythm’n’blues. He led a deliberately multi-racial band, anchored by Larry Graham’s crack basswork, in a dazzling mixture of flash and content on the one. “Everyday People” ranks today as an anthem of inclusiveness, the title cut as one of Sly’s many grand “You Am” statements. Their b-sides – respectively “Sing a Simple Song” and the epic “I Wanna Take You Higher” – do not get any better. And Sister Rose’s spinoff, “Somebody’s Watching You,” combine with the above to make this one of the most commercially pervasive albums of all time. Sly’s There’s a Riot Going On and Parliament’s Mothership Connection would be the alternative selections here.

71. Grateful Dead. "2/28/69." Home-copied soundboard cassette of show at the Carousel Ballroom, San Francisco, CA. Reflected somewhat on Live Dead. Warner Brothers 1830, 1969. Nominated by Dick Latvala. In the mid-‘60s, an improvisation rock form developed out of the psychedelic ballroom scene in San Francisco. It has its share of studio documents, but everyone at the time seemed to agree that the live shows were the real thing, and so a core of fans started taping the shows by the band that lasted the longest. This show, the second of a four-night stand in which the group finally gelled thanks to the addition of a second keyboardist two months earlier, features all the stops and starts that kept the Dead from really being a dance band in those days. It has its flaws. To argue that this is a better recording than Allman Brothers at Fillmore East or for that matter the Airplane’s Bless Its Pointed Little Head would be futile. That’s not the point. Dead tape trading ranks as one of the most important trends of 20th century record collecting. This show, among the several that tapeheads would argue are the group’s best (the candidates include 2/13/70, 5/8/70, 8/27/72 and 5/8/77), has the advantage of being from the era – a San Francisco show when the exploration was still reasonably intact, before as Latvala put it three months before his July death, “we all started saying the shows here were just rehearsals for New York.” This particular night has all the key elements – a definitive “Dark Star” “St. Stephen” “Eleven” segue, a fluidly coherent “Other One” suite, some gritty Pigpen, an opening “Morning Dew,” even a gaffed up spiritual “We Bid You Goodnight.” In other words, this was the key night in the weekend in which the various elements of this sonic/cultural experiment actually gelled, encompassing that odd amalgam of old-time country and free jazz. There’s a good argument that the 1977 road band played better, but if the importance is to capture what San Francisco rock was all about, it must have been played there as well.

72. Creedence Clearwater Revival. “Proud Mary,” b/w “Born on the Bayou.” Words and music by John Fogerty. Fantasy 619, 1969. A “back to the basics” movement started within rock, either with Dylan’s John Wesley Harding or The Byrds’ Sweetheart or The Band’s Music from Big Pink, following the psychedelic excesses of the middle ‘60s. In this case, the starting point wasn’t as important as the first real peak. In retrospect, Fogerty’s swampy Bay Area quartet epitomized getting back. He could wax country as well as Gram Parsons, moaned blue in the same league as Gregg Allman and could lay down a guitar riff as funkily as Lowell George. That CCR was at the same time the biggest American rock group of its time speaks well of the Top 40 audience. This single combines Fogerty’s most thoroughly realized song with one of his patented swamp excursions. Johnny Mercer singled him out among rock-era lyricists he liked, possibly because Fogerty was probably the only other songwriter who could have thought of the phrase “my huckleberry friend.” In some ways, any of its several double-sided hits could go in this slot.

73. Johnny Cash. At San Quentin. Columbia 9827, 1969. Nominated by Bill Malone. The second of Cash’s prison albums reflects one aspect of his ascendance to cultural symbol status during the first of the Nixon years. A duet with Dylan that year, a prime-time variety TV show and the election of someone with as jowly a grimace as the Man in Block combined with the novelty success of Shel Silverstein’s “A Boy Named Sue” on this live set to make Cash the biggest crossover country star to date. It even helped that he seemed to dislike Nixon. The set included his latest version of his ‘50s hit “Folsom Prison Blues,” a Dylan song custom made for his persona, a couple more jailhouse songs, a Thomas Dorsey hymn and Thomas Dalhart’s “Wreck of the Old 97.” 

74. Gaye, Marvin. What's Goin' On. Tamla 310, 1971. Many of the above recordings marked beginnings, but Gaye's What's Goin' On marked one of the final times the various session musicians for the Detroit-based Motown labels worked on a major release. Gaye's series of largely topical songs about urban unrest, drugs, environmental concerns and the Vietnam War was arranged into a moody suite by arranger David DePitte, and shared with Pet Sounds an assertion that spiritual love would solve the problems of the world. It groups with Isaac Hayes' Hot Buttered Soul and Stevie Wonder's Innervisions in its departure from stanza construction and in establishing the symphonic rhythm'n'blues album as an authorial form. One could look to the various productions of Gamble and Huff as epitomizing this ‘70s form, but Gaye nailed its apex. As co-writer of the Vandellas’ “Dancin’ in the Street” and a singer who worked with almost every significant production team at Motown, Gaye stands as the Detroit label’s ultimate artist, by the way. Marsh listed “I Heard It Through the Grapevine” as his No. 1 single of all time.

75. Joni Mitchell. Blue. Reprise 2038, 1971. The most important omission on this list may well be Carole King’s 1971 album Tapestry, a different kind of coming of age album for the pianist-singer-songwriter who had been a Aldon Music breadwinner since 1960. Its problem is that it is among a group of largely piano-playing singer-songwriters from the early ‘70s who took personal expression to the pop marketplace. This trend probably began with James Taylor’s 1970 second album, concluded with Billy Joel’s highly commercial albums of the late ‘70s and early ‘80s, and had all sorts of commercial parks.  Mitchell’s 1971 album – not her best-selling one by any means – gets the nod here for a couple of reasons. It is on Reprise, for one thing, and the Warner imprint’s success at what A&R staff called “new troubador” albums played an important role in building this trend. Moreover, in Mitchell, it had its greatest total talent. The Canadian somewhat folksinger had a epiphany here documenting divorce, love, giddy infatuation, gossip and of course melancholy. “The Last Time I Saw Richard,” “A Case of You,” “Carey” and “California” all count as classic songs, and “River” makes one of those perfect add-ons to a Christmas tape. The whole career is impressive: For instance, the generally overlooked Hissing of Summer Lawns bears repeated listening simply for all its Rebel Without a Cause references, and Court and Spark made an excellent commercial breakthrough for Mitchell. To the extent that Mitchell is more important than King, or for that matter label mate Randy Newman and his peer-lauded “I Think It’s Going to Rain Today,” it is for the confessional quality of Blue.
76. Led Zeppelin. Untitled fourth album. Atlantic 7208, 1971. To the extent that a second rock guitarist gets an inclusion on this list after Hendrix, it must be Page because of one track from this album. “Stairway to Heaven” so permeates rock culture that it is assumed that every amateur guitarist of a certain age has an arrangement. It is a model for a hard-edged band starting a song off soft and building it into a thundering climax. This is an unfair assessment of importance, perhaps. That every amateur guitarist has an easier time manuevering  all those A minor sequences than all of Clapton and Allman’s A minor sequences on “Layla” isn’t really about quality, and their Derek and the Dominoes record Layla and Other Assorted Love Songs stands as one of rock guitar’s greatest extended moments. This one ain’t shabby. In addition to “Stairway,” there are two classic Page’n’Plant screamers in “Black Dog” and “Rock’n’Roll.” “Misty Mountain Hop” makes for perfect post-Woodstock hippieism, and “The Battle of Evermore” provides a duet with Fairport Convention’s Sandy Denny that will have to represent Britain’s own folk revival. It and “Going to California” (a tribute to Mitchell, by the way) undercut the notion that Zeppelin is included simply as heavy metal heroes. Hard rock fans will be outraged, by the way, that the electric guitar hero inclusions stop with Page: A good case exists that Eddie Van Halen on Van Halen and Randy Rhoads on Blizzard of Oz similarly advanced the instrument.

77. The Wailers. Burnin’. Island 9256, 1973. The primal reggae group had been together in some form for a decade when it went into the studio to record some of its most political and most famous music. The group updated Jamaica’s calypso sound by linking it to the country’s African roots and its sibling relationship with New Orleans rhythm’n’blues. Anchored by the vocal trio of Bob Marley, Peter “Tosh” McIntosh and Neville “Bunny” Livingston, the group resounded in strong playing and singing. Carlton Barrett’s drums, Aston Barrett’s bass, Earl Lindo’s organ and Tosh’s guitar built a groove that the vocalists wrapped around with an ethereal precision. “Get Up (Stand Up)” would make it a human rights anthem, although the strongest songs involved the outlaw circumstance of Rastafarian Jamaicans. (This was the topic of the year’s other major reggae album, the Jimmy Cliff-dominated soundtrack to The Harder They Come). In particular, “I Shot the Sheriff” became a signature song for Marley long after the three core Wailers went separate ways and Eric Clapton made the song a No. 1 hit. 

78. Manu Dibango. “Soul Makossa.” Atlantic 7267, 1973. African music has burst into the generally white American pop mainstream several times over the years. Singer Miriam Makeebe and trumpeter Hugh Masekela each had Top 20 hits during the late ‘60s, and Old Tungi’s 1963 album Drums of Passion reached enough turntables and ears that its piece “Jin Go Lo Ba” would become a prominent element on the soundtrack of Bruce Brown’s surfing documentary The Endless Summer and would eventually be revived by Santana on its debut album. Cameroonian axophonist DiBango and Nigerian Fela Kuti came later, recognizing the African roots in the funk-jazz-calypso amalgam and expanding on them using African musicians playing western instruments. Kuti, all told, might be the more important artist, but Dibango recorded the definitive record. On the title cut, he paints the reed riff like a bass player, surrounded by a trio of percussionists, an electric-guitar groove and a mix of horns, keyboards and background vocals. Some have called it the pre-cursor to ‘70s disco, which shows up in Michael Jackson’s homage on “Wanna Be Startin’ Something.” In his liner notes, Dibango wrote, “we call our music Afro-something.” 

79. Pink Floyd.  Dark Side of the Moon.  Harvest 11163, 1973. British post-psychedelic art rock of the early ‘70s has not weathered well over the years, except for this trippy song cycle, one of several Floyd albums that consciously refers to the crack-up of its doomed founder Syd Barrett. Roger Waters wrote a sequence of music every bit as impressive as the works of a classical composer; he, the other group members and producer Alan Parsons recorded it with both precision and imagination, and the result was that no other album would spend more time on the Billboard charts. For its depiction of the quasi-autistic British rock archetype, Floyd’s The Wall might belong to a more important group of recordings (with The Who’s Tommy, John Lennon’s Plastic Ono Band, The Kinks’ Sleepwalker and Philip Glass’s Einstein on the Beach), and for a more overt example of art rock one would consider The Moody Blues’ Days of Future Passed or Jethro Tull’s Aqualung. No one would seriously argue that any of them is a more important recording than Dark Side.
80. Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band. Born to Run. Columbia 33795, 1975. No. 2  on Gambaccini’s 1987 poll of critics and others for the best rock album of all time. Springsteen’s breakthrough album combines with his next three or four to build a strong case that the New Jersey singer-songwriter-bandleader is the greatest actual rock star of the century and not Elvis or Mick or John or Paul or Bob or Janis or Tina or Aretha. Springsteen writes with an uneven eloquence that suits both the conviction and the abandon of his performance. Three new members turn his E Street Band into a rock group on a par with any of the heavyweights in their primes. That the title cut is a classic is clear. That in another era “Thunder Road” would be an interpretive singer’s showcase piece or audition song along the lines of Rodgers and Hammerstein’s “Soliloquy” or Styne and Merrilll’s “Don’t Rain on My Parade” is just as clear. It is possible that the 1978 Darkness at the Edge of Town is a better album, but Born to Run stands up today as the coming-of-age third album to end all. 

81. Willie Nelson. Redheaded Stranger. Lone Star/Columbia 33482, 1975. It should probably be noted that the industrial Northeast-ness of Springsteen’s approach didn’t immediately connect in the heartland, where this concurrent work enjoyed the same kind of audience embrace. Austin wasn’t the first anti-Nashville following the Great Compromise. That distinction rightly belongs to Bakersfield, Cal., with such artists as Tommy Collins, Buck Owens and Merle Haggard. After kicking around Nashville, however, Nelson found his artistic niche by moving to a quirky country scene anchored by expatriate New York folkie Jerry Jeff Walker, a startlingly eloquent tunesmith Guy Clark and in particular hippie cowboy Michael (pre-Martin) Murphey. His own sense of individuality assured, Nelson borrowed from each of them in ways when he put this quasi-concept album together. It contained a strain of traditionalism in keeping with his July 4 picnics, a spareness that would appeal to the folk rockers, and a tunefulness that brought out the best in his and various other writers’ songs. By 1976, a various-artists album he did with Waylon Jennings, Wanted! The Outlaws, would name this country-music school. Stranger was already its most prominent document.

82. Stevie Wonder. Songs in the Key of Life. Tamla 340-2, 1976. In America’s Bicentennial year, Wonder led a 22-piece band through a preview of this masterwork in a stadium show that also happened to feature Bob Dylan, Carlos Santana, Isaac Hayes, Dr. John, Ringo Starr, Stephen Stills, McGuinn and Ronson and the whole Rolling Thunder thang. This is the music that holds up in 1999, the culmination of the strongest five-album run in pop music history. Wonder’s ‘70s albums were commercial successes with 12 hit singles and 16 cumulative weeks at No. 1 on Billboard’s pop albums charts. They were critical successes – garnering a cumulative 24 stars from the first Rolling Stone guide – and they had enough respect from Wonder’s peers to win three Album of the Year Grammy Awards. It is hard to decide what is more impressive, that Wonder effectively captured the spirit and musicality of ‘40s Ellington in his tribute “Sir Duke,” that  “I Wish” and “Isn’t She Lovely” defined such contrary impulses with such joy and verve, or that “Pastime Paradise” would be resurrected 20 years later as the core to Coolie’s most distinctive record. No. 14 in Gambaccini’s 1987 poll (41 in 1977).

83. Donna Summer. Once Upon a Time. Casablanca 7078-2, 1977. Summer’s days as the Eurodisco diva, notorious for the extended version of “Love to Love You, Baby,” had pretty much ended when she had her mainstream pop success with “Bad Girls,” “On the Radio” and the like. This is the album that changed things. It includes Giorgio Moroder’s brilliant electronic production of  “I Feel Love,” which was so annoying on the radio but so cool on the dance floor – even a dozen years later as an oldie influence for techno dance music. It has a fairy tale conceit that makes the record interesting to non-dancers, establishing Summer’s voice as something more than a lead instrument, which it had tended toward on her earliest records. The Savannah Band-esque “I Remember Yesterday” and the triumphant “I Love You” are part of what make this the first club disco recordings to surge into mainstream pop, leading the way for the Village People, Chic and all the others.

84. The Bee Gees and others. Soundtrack, Saturday Night Fever. RSO 4001, 1977. Nominated by Jerry Osborne. For several years, it was assumed that this double album was the best-selling album of all time. The Bee Gees had three new No. 1 hits from the disco-movie soundtrack in "How Deep Is Your Love," "Stayin' Alive" and "Night Fever." Yvonne Elliman had a fourth with the Gibbs-penned "If I Can't Have You." And it also serves as a mini-anthology of the period with previous recordings by several acts. This is pop-generated disco, rather than the club-generated disco of Summer and the others. For what it’s worth, this is the bestseller among four soundtrack albums with John Travolta’s picture on the cover that sold a total of 25 million copies. 

85. The Clash. London Calling. Epic 36328, 1979. If late '70s British and American punk has a great work, this is it rather than the more heralded Never Mind the Bollocks, Here's the Sex Pistols. A burst of both performing and writing growth made The Clash rock's greatest hope going into the '80s. This won the Village Voice critics poll as the decade's best album, which skirts its late 1979 release. The title cut, "Brand New Cadillac," "Death and Glory" and the uncredited "Train in Vain" help make this one soar. An alternate route for representing punk would be to go with the first – The Ramones’ self-titled debut album from 1975, or its commercial zenith with Joan Jett and the The Blackhearts’ “I Love Rock’n’Roll” (or more to the point, the predecessor she recorded with the still-speaking Sex Pistols, Bad Reputation). Ultimately, the Clash win out with this one specifically because it represents a meeting point among its own thrashing self-titled debut, its own commercial breakthrough with “Rock the Casbah,” and the meandering sprawl of its three-LP Sandinista! That a Stalinist purge would eventually splinter the group makes London Calling all the more compelling.

86. George Jones. "He Stopped Loving Her Today." Words and music by Bobby Braddock and Curly Putnam. Epic 50867, 1981. Country America magazine's choice several years ago as the No. 1 country single of all time. It's difficult to argue even if you prefer George when he was drinking. He and producer Billy Sherrill go several steps beyond themselves here,  ultimately outdoing Jones' "Window Up Above" and "She Thinks I Still Care," but also Sherrill's work with Tammy Wynette and Charlie Rich. This writer’s point of view is that at No. 17, Jones placed far too low on Mojo’s rankings of the greatest singers of all time. His George Jones Sings Like the Dickens was mentioned among the various single artist tribute albums (In Jones case, to Little Jimmie) that country seems to abound in. Similarly, his duets with ex Wynette rank with the Conway and Loretta or Porter and Dolly records as that sub-genre’s finest.

87. Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five. "The Message." Sugar Hill Records, 1982. Perhaps because of doing end-of-decade stories in 1979, the rock press began to discuss in 1980 how a new wall of segragation had been built between black and white rock-soul-funk-pop-whatever. One failed attempt to tear it down was The Clash’s use of this rap group as an opening night at its 15-night “U.S. Tour” at Bond International Casino. The results were embarrassing – a bunch of New York Whiteys responding to gross over-crowding by booing the Negroes. Did this have anything to do with the reception given this powerful 12-inch single about urban life without money? Likely. Did it still deserve to be The Voice’s overwhelming critics’ choice as the best single that year? Absolutely.

88. Michael Jackson. Thriller. Epic, 1982. It was easy to be less than impressed with the seven Top 10 hits and all simply because Jackson, songwriting partner Rob Temperton (the lead pen and voice of Heatwave) and producer Quincy Jones took so long building this perfect beast. Or to actually prefer the previous Off the Wall or something by Janet or the whole group. For importance, though, Thriller gets the nod for ending a record-industry recession, for ending MTV apartheid, for becoming the center of a new dance-oriented mainstream of '80s pop-rock, and for some songs that in retrospect remain impressive - even if their authors took 30 times the time Lennon and McCartney did on A Hard Day's Night.
89. Talking Heads. Speaking in Tongues. Sire 23883, 1983. Jackson’s re-integration of the pop marketplace coincided with this charter New Wave band’s efforts in the same direction. In 1980, the core quartet began to perform with four or five musicians from Parliament-Funkadelic, LaBelle, The Brothers Johnson, the Ritchie Family and Gloria Gaynor’s band. The expanded lineup had clear funk overtones sometimes hinted at on the first three Heads albums but which blossomed on the 1980 disc Remain in Light. In birthing the most overt attempt to fuse minimalist New Wave rock with contemporary black music, the group damn near fell apart. After a year of side projects, they brought the various road musicians and Compass Point All-Star keyboardist Wally Badarou into the studio and recorded their commercial breakthrough. Badarou’s unearthly fills gave the perfect extra texture to David Byrne’s account of a born-again experience, “Burning Down the House.” P-Funk’s Bernie Worrell tangled riffs around Tina Weymouth’s bass on “Girlfriend Is Better” with its tag line, “stop making sense.” Byrne waxed John Lee Hooker on “Slink.” The cumulative result was the real payoff document among the different new wave bands, competing with Blondie’s Parallel Lines, Television’s Marquee Moon and actually one or two other Heads albums. A limited edition cover by Robert Rauschenburg contributes to this being the group’s most important record, and helps to amplify that this was one of those art-school things.

90. Tina Turner. Private Dancer. Capitol 12330, 1984. After Sinatra’s 1950s return to grace, this represents the second greatest comeback story in popular music history. Down, pretty much bankrupt, assumed to be relegated to the oldies circuit in much the same way that her earlier career with Ike was relegated to the chitlin circuit, Tina Turner quite deliberately built a rock credibility before going into the studio and making history. The title cut comments somewhat on her role in mainstream rock during the ‘60s and ‘70s. The singles “Better Be Good to Me” and “What’s Love got to Do With It” purged her past in a way that caused Leonard Bernstein to simply gush when introducing her at the 1985 Grammies. And by the end, she was in control of her career and a good hunk of the public consciousness. In addition to the album’s role as a comeback, Private Dancer stands as the model for “classic” rock musicians successfully defining themselves for the public two or more decades into their careers. Bonnie Raitt, the Grateful Dead and to some extent Eric Clapton would follow the same path.

91. Madonna. Like a Virgin. Sire 25157, 1984. In the early ‘80s, two ambitious performers born in the Midwest’s frost belt contributed, independently of each other, to the revival of the rock single by establishing a studio-conscious dance-music style that was so outrageously hetero that its gay overtones seemed less threatening to straight listeners. Leaving Prince Rogers Nelson off this list in favor of Madonna Louise Ciconne was a tough call. He really had a greater role in the Parents Music Resource Center tangle, and produced a scarily prolific body of work. His Purple Rain ranks among the best commercial albums of the ‘80s. Madonna would group with such other female pop-singer role models as Joan Jett and Cyndi Lauper to suggest a giddy be-me-ness that would translate a decade later into “girl power.” This was the breakthrough album, although it has been suggested that one of her singles collections is the true ultimate document. “Material Girl,” “Where’s the Party,” “Angel” and the poppy title cut at first seemed to suffer from the more polished production that Madonna had run with on her self-titled debut album. But the overall effect was, finally, a youth-oriented sound that was neither wedded to old-time rockn’n’roll nor felt the need to debunk it.

92. Amy Grant. Age to Age. Myrrh MSB-6697, 1982 . The appeal of the amplification and the melodic motifs of rock-era composition had begun to turn up in what would be called contemporary Christian music as early as 1972, with such artists as Larry Norman and the Resurrection Band. What made singer-songwriter Grant stand out was that she sang with all the conviction and direction of a secular pop singer, except she sang about her religion. This doesn’t sound like a big deal, and might well parallel Mahalia Jackson’s approach 40 years earlier. It was enough of one to catch the eye of the rest of the music world. As successful in her world as Michael Jackson in his, went the frequent observation about this album at a time when Jackson was moving 40,000 units per week. Highlighted by a song that would become her theme, “El Shaddai,” Age to Age moved her a notch beyond the rest of her genre and paved the way for her 1985 major-label debut Straight Ahead and a career that now successfully mixes secular and sacred music with no significant backlash.
93. Paul Simon. Graceland. Warner Brothers 25447, 1986. Some of the artists involved in the late ‘80s classic rock thing actually worked to make themselves relevant to music of the moment. Leading the way was Simon, who had been a critical and to some extent commercial darling for his ‘60s recordings with Art Garfunkel and a ‘70s solo career that mingled other pop genres with his own singer-songwriterly craft. Two years after his Hearts and Bones album didn’t totally connect with an audience, he sought out the Afro-pop that had been building an American audience through such performers as Nigerian guitarist Sunny Ade. In particular, the compilation album Indestructible Sound of Soweto, which Robert Christgau named his No. 1 album for the ‘80s, apparently inspired Simon to seek out an assortment of black South African musicians. The very act violated a U.N.-sponsored cultural boycott, but might also have been the best album done by a ‘60s artist after the ‘60s ended. It is certainly the standard bearer among a group of ‘80s and ‘90s efforts by all those folk-rock guys, which most notably include Neil Young’s Freedom and Sleep With Angels and the continuing saga of Richard Thompson.

94. Public Enemy. It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Down. Def Jam 44303, 1988. As one of the acts on Run DMC’s “Run’s House Party” package tour that year, the grim precision and strident message of this quartet ran contrary to the more lighter acts on the bill that happened to be getting the airplay. The group had taken Run DMC’s modernizing of the rap group a step further, Mixologist Terminator X took the scratch and sampling aspects of hip-hop accompaniment several steps beyond with crowd noises, bits from saxophone riffs, speech excerpts, siren wails and the like. The power of Chuck D’s lyrics tended to be matched by his delivery and the stance – kind of a cross between Curtis Sliwa and Louis Farrakhan – demanded the listener’s attention. The group was important enough to have to pretend it broke up in 1989 amid the controversy over Spike Lee’s film Do the Right Thing, and its 1990 album Fear of a Black Planet stands as a great one in part because of the single “Fight the Power.” This one, though, with its compelling “Bring the Noise,” the sheets of sound called “Black Steel in the Hour of Chaos” and the self-defining “Rebel Without a Pause,” is the album that forever changed hip hop.

95. Nine Inch Nails. Pretty Hate Machine. TVT 2610, 1989. Trent Reznor’s conceptual band merges the kinetic musique-concrete New Wave of bands like Pere Ubu with the jolt of pre-grunge alternative rock into something both disturbing and exciting. From the opening diatribe against “god money” in “Head Like a Hole” through Reznor’s disillusioned discourses on greed, acceptance, sex and religion, this album lays out the ethos of Industrial Noise in a way that Woodstockers ought to be able to relate to: it is the Altamont of Woodstock ’94 . That NIN has turned up in some of the post-Columbine commentary is natural, and an indication that the men still don’t know what the little girls understand. 

96. Joey Beltram. “Energy Flash.” Transmat Records, 1990. Nominated by Simon Reynolds. At what point does music become music? This has been a central question to record making for most of the century. A composer will say it becomes music in the mind or on the page, a performer will say in the heart or as fingers play an instrument or a throat intones a phrase. Increasingly, a recording becomes music as it emerges from a speaker and washes over its environment. This is one of the concepts that distinguishes the techno dance music of ‘80s and ‘90s rave culture. Live instruments are an illusion; the speaker is the instrument and the DJ the conductor. Queens disc jockey Beltram assembled the flourishes and grooves here with a brilliance that extended from the Giorgio Moroder-inspired “instrumental” to the drug-chant “vocals.” In some ways, techno is to hip-hop what the San Francisco ballroom thing was to soul and blues-rock. Regardless, this is the key element of an intrinsically record-centric sub-culture that could someday have the same prominance among collectors as early rockabilly does today.

97. Garth Brooks. No Fences. Capitol 93866, 1991. Ropin' the Wind was the real Garth-mania album, but to these ears the best of Brooks' mega-albums of the '90s was this collection highlighted by "Friends in Low Places" and "Thunder Rolls." Brooks didn’t necessarily make the best records of ‘90s country: Patricia Yearwood’s “She’s in Love with the Boy” still stands out as classic; so do several Vince Gill efforts and some others by Mary Chapin Carpenter, Alan Jackson and Lorrie Morgan. But for the concept of its title matching the mood of the marketplace, and for Brooks’ general attitude about success that continues to the present, this one best represents the decade.

98. Nirvana. Nevermind. DGC 24425, 1991. When Billboard adopted the Soundscan system to finally reflect actual sales in its albums chart, no one was surprised that Brooks and some of his “new country” brethren were the immediately beneficiaries. But more to the point, Soundscan pointed to “alternative rock” as the true mainstream of ‘90s adolescents. One can argue about whether Nirvana’s 1993 In Utero or something by Soundgarden or Pearl Jam better represents the Seattle grunge movement, but this is the one that made the point – a somewhat poppy sonic blast that takes its title from the Sex Pistols, its breakthrough single from a deodorant commercial and, unfortunately, its leaders’ career longevity from Johnny Ace. 

99. Tori Amos. Little Earthquakes. Atlantic 82358, 1992. With all due respect to Alannis Morisette and the huge audience her Jagged Little Pill represents, Amos is the trailblazer here and the most artistically satisfying among a wave of confessional singer-songwriters who have all but supplanted the dominance of men in the pop marketplace. To be sure, several male singer-songwriters have produced excellent material in the ‘90s, but they have not seized the day in the same way that Amos, Morisette, the Lilith crowd and several others have. “Me and a Gun” got the most attention because of its stark relating of a rape,  but this is an awesome burst of song.

100.  Unnamed mp3 file, 1998 or 1999. The last of the copouts is a nod to critical fallibility. If this is a sequel to some alternate universe music magazine’s  end-of-century feature from Dec. 1899, the presence of a downloadable computer file will seem just as strange as a wax cylinder would have seemed to critics arguing the relative merits of Beethoven, Chopin and Schumann. Would they have recognized that The U.S. Marine Corps Band’s recording of J.P. Sousa’s “Stars and Stripes Forever” was the century’s last important piece of music? Unlikely, although they might have had an inkling that something like it would point the way to 1999. 

