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Southgate Education presents the Million Dollar Quartet study guide – a practical, interactive, and 
educational resource for the classroom. Southgate Education study guides contain background 
information on specific productions and focus on three pertinent themes for discussion. Additionally, 
each guide incorporates curriculum-based, age-appropriate activities that can be explored both pre- 
and post-show. Designed by educators and theater professionals, these activities and themes are 
organized in modules that can be used independently or interdependently according to the class level 
and time availability.

Southgate Education’s mission is to:
•   Enhance student appreciation of theater and the live experience.
•  Engage, entertain, and enlighten teachers/students using specific elements of theater and the  
     associated show. 
•   Introduce students to relevant cultural, historical, and personal topics that support and  
     supplement classroom learning. 
•   Support teachers by providing instructional tools that will creatively bring to life show-specific  
      topics, which will increase students’ knowledge and inspire them to go beyond the confines of      
      the classroom.
•   Provide teachers with curriculum compliant activities/lessons that are relevant, accessible, and  
     align with state learning standards.   

Million Dollar Quartet is recommended for students in Grade 6 and higher.

Listed on the following pages are National Learning Standards for the Arts, English Language Arts, and 
Social Studies. Each lesson included in this study guide identifies and incorporates these standards. 

NCTE / IRA Standards for the English Language Arts
Published jointly by NCTE and the International Reading Association (IRA), The Standards for the English 
Language Arts is designed to complement other national, state, and local standards and contributes to 
ongoing discussion about English language arts classroom activities and curricula.

1. Students read a wide range of print and non-print texts to build an understanding of texts, 
of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire new 
information; to respond to the needs and demands of society and the workplace; and for 
personal fulfillment. Among these texts are fiction and nonfiction, classic and contempo-
rary works.

2. Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to build an 
understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human 
experience.

3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and ap-
preciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers 
and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of other texts, their word identification 
strategies, and their understanding of textual features (e.g., sound-letter correspondence, 
sentence structure, context, graphics).

4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., conventions, style, 
vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for different pur-
poses.

5. Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different writing process 
elements appropriately to communicate with different audiences for a variety of purposes. 

6. Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g., spelling and 
punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique, and 
discuss print and non-print texts.

7. Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas and questions, and 
by posing problems. They gather, evaluate, and synthesize data from a variety of sources 
(e.g., print and non-print texts, artifacts, people) to communicate their discoveries in ways 
that suit their purpose and audience.
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Southgate Education Million Dollar Quartet Study Guide



ABOUT THIS GUIDE
8. Students use a variety of technological and information resources (e.g., libraries, data-

bases, computer networks, video) to gather and synthesize information and to create and 
communicate knowledge.

9. Students develop an understanding of and respect for diversity in language use, patterns, 
and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and social roles.

10. Students whose first language is not English make use of their first language to develop 
competency in the English language arts and to develop understanding of content across 
the curriculum.

11. Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a vari-
ety of literacy communities.

12. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes (e.g., 
for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information).

National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies
NCSS published revised national curriculum standards for social studies: National Curriculum 
Standards for Social Studies: A Framework for Teaching, Learning, and Assessment. Copyright 
National Council for the Social Studies

1. Culture: the study of culture and cultural diversity;
2. Time, Continuity, and Change: the study of the past and its legacy;
3. People, Places, and Environments:  the study of people, places, and environments;
4. Individual, Development and Identity: the study of individual development and identity;
5. Individuals, Groups, and Institutions: the study of interactions among individuals, groups, 

and institutions;
6. Power, Authority, and Governance: the study of how people create, interact with, and 

change structures of power, authority, and governance;
7. Production, Distribution, and Consumption: the study of how people organize for the 

production, distribution, and consumption of goods and services;
8. Science, Technology, and Society: the study of relationships among science, technology, 

and society;
9. Global Connections: the study of global connections and interdependence;

10. Civic Ideals and Practices: the study of the ideals, principles, and practices of citizenship in 
a democratic republic.

The National Standards for Arts Education - 
Theater Standards
The National Standards for Arts Education were developed by the Consortium of National 
Arts Education Associations (under the guidance of the National Committee for Standards in 
the Arts). These standards outline basic arts learning outcomes integral to the comprehensive 
K-12 education of every American student.

1. Writing by the creation of improvisations and scripted scenes based on personal experi-
ence and heritage, imagination, literature, and history 

2. Acting by developing basic acting skills to portray characters who interact in improvised 
and scripted scenes  

3. Designing by visualizing, arranging, and developing environments for improvised and 
scripted scenes for Classroom Dramatizations

4. Directing by organizing rehearsals for improvised and scripted scenes
5. Researching by using cultural and historical information to support improvised and scripted 

scenes 
6. Comparing, connecting, and incorporating art forms by analyzing methods of presentation 

and audience response for theatre, dramatic media (such as film, television, music, and 
electronic media), and other art forms

7. Analyzing, explaining personal preferences, evaluating, and constructing meanings from class-
room dramatizations and from theatre, film, television, and electronic media productions 

8. Understanding context by analyzing the role of theatre, film, television, and music in the 
community and in other cultures

3About This Guide
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TEACHABLE TIPS
Students are some of the theater’s most enthusiastic audience members. Please take the time to 
review the Tips on Theatre Etiquette below with your class to help make the most out of their live 
theater experience. 

1.  Laugh, cry, sigh – but don’t talk. You hear the actors; they hear you. Any reaction that comes from  
      your experience of the play supports the performance, but shouldn’t distract from it. 
 
2.  Enjoy food and beverages in the theater lobby – not the theater house, and please dispose of  
     your garbage and gum in trash cans before taking your seat. Actors get hungry too – and they will  
     hear if you’re eating, unwrapping candy, or sharing gum. Wait until intermission or after the show  
     to unwrap candy and merchandise. 
 
3.  Please silence all phones, iPods, gaming devices, and anything that might make noise during the  
     performance. Text or talk to your friends during intermission or after the show – not during the  
     performance.
 
4.  Photographs (with or without flash – or even on your phone) as well as the recording of the show  
     in any way are not allowed. Recording the show is distracting and potentially dangerous to  
     the actors as well as your fellow audience members. Additionally, recording is prohibited by  
     law in order to protect the artistic work that went into making the production.  
 
5.  Stash your coats and backpacks at Coat Check on your way into the theater house.
 
6.  Be nice to the ushers; they may be famous one day!
 
7.  Please stay in your assigned seat.

TIPS FOR TEACHERS:
•    Arrive at least 20 minutes early. 
•    Assign one chaperone for every fifteen students.
•   Ask your chaperones to disperse themselves amongst the student group to 
      help support best behavior.
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THE SYNOPSIS
Million Dollar Quartet Million captures the infectious spirit, freewheeling excitement, and thrilling 
sounds of a singular moment when four of popular music's extraordinary talents came together for a 
once-in-a-life-time event.

On December 4, 1956, an auspicious twist of fate brought together Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl 
Perkins and Elvis Presley. The place was Sun Records’ storefront studio in Memphis, Tennessee. The 
man who made it happen was the “Father of Rock ‘n’ Roll,” Sam Phillips, who discovered them all. 

MUSICAL NUMBERS
Blue Suede Shoes – Ensemble

Real Wild Child – Jerry Lee Lewis, lead

Matchbox – Carl Perkins, lead

Who Do You Love? – Carl Perkins, lead

Fever – Dyanne, lead

Memories Are Made Of This – Elvis Presley, lead

That’s All Right – Elvis Presley, lead

Brown Eyed Handsome Man – Ensemble

Down By The Riverside – Ensemble 

Sixteen Tons – Johnny Cash, lead

My Babe – Carl Perkins, lead

Long Tall Sally – Elvis Presley, lead 

Peace In The Valley – Elvis Presley, lead

I Hear You Knockin’ – Dyanne, lead

Great Balls of Fire – Jerry Lee Lewis, lead

Down By The Riverside (Reprise) – Ensemble

My Baby Left Me – Elvis Presley, lead

Riders in the Sky – Johnny Cash, lead

See You Later, Alligator – Carl Perkins, lead

Whole Lotta Shakin’ - Jerry Lee Lewis, lead

Party – Carl Perkins, lead

Hound Dog – Elvis Presley, lead
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DECEMBER 4, 1956: 
THE MILLION DOLLAR QUARTET IS BORN.
A Tuesday night shortly before Christmas 1956, Carl Perkins in a bit of post- “Blues Suede Shoes” funk, 
booked a recording session with producer, Sam Phillips on December 4th. Perkins and his band, along 
with Jerry Lee Lewis, laid down some songs, including what would become one of the best-known 
Perkins songs, “Matchbox.” (“Matchbox” was only a minor hit when Perkins recorded it, but when the 
Beatles released a version in 1964, it reached the top 20 of the Billboard charts.) 

While many of the details of the rest of the day’s 
events are still in dispute, this much is known: 
Perkins and Lewis were later joined by Elvis Presley 
and Johnny Cash, and they held an impromptu jam 
session. A newspaper man who was there wrote, “This quartet could sell a million.” Soon they were 
dubbed the Million Dollar Quartet. This was the four legends-to-be only performance together; a 
cultural flashpoint that captured the birth of rock ‘n’ roll and has come to be known as one of the 
greatest rock jam sessions of all time. 

The men played hymns like “Blessed Jesus (Hold My Hand),” “Peach in the Valley” and “Down by 
the Riverside” while Phillips rolled tape. They also played a number of country classics, particularly a 
handful of songs by Bill Monroe, whose “Blue Moon of Kentucky” had already appeared on the B-side 
of Presley’s first single in 1954. The band also tackled some hits of the day, like Chuck Berry’s “Brown 
Eyed Handsome man” and Pat Boone’s “Don’t Forbid Me.”

It was a reunion for Cash, Perkins and Presley, who had toured the 
South together in 1955. Lewis was still a star on the rise, but he quickly 
bonded with Presley over their shared knowledge of spirituals.  The 
presence of Cash is still debated by rock writers and historians; some 
say he came only for a short time and quickly left. This seems to be 
confirmed on the session recordings, in which you can’t hear Cash at 
all. For his part, however, Cash claimed in his autobiography that he 
was actually the first one there, and attributes his relative absence on 
the recordings to the fact that he was singing in a higher register than 
usual, in order to mesh better with Presley.

Regardless of Cash’s whereabouts, the recordings of the session – later released in a series of albums 
beginning in 1981 – show all of the men, particularly Presley, at ease with the music and just having a 
good time jamming.

Million Dollar Quartet featuring a treasure trove of the greatest rock, rockabilly, gospel, R&B and country 
standards of the 1950s, including “Blue Suede Shoes,” “Fever,” Sixteen Tons,” “Who do You Love?,” “Great 
Balls of Fire,” “Ghost Riders in the Sky,” and “Whole Lotta’ Shakin’ Goin’ On.” The session retains its 
historical significance, not only as a landmark event in the age of rock ‘n’ roll genesis, but as a significant 
milestone in the ever-changing world of 20th Century popular culture and mass media.  That recording 
session in 1956 has often been referred to as the Mount Rushmore of Rock ‘n’ Roll.

This quartet could 
                   sell a million.

o n e  o f  t h e

G R E A T E S T
ROCK JAM  
sessions
OF ALL TIME



WH
O’

S W
HO

Who’s Who7

THE CHARACTERS
Carl Perkins (singer/musician)
Johnny Cash (singer/musician)

Jerry Lee Lewis (singer/musician)
Elvis Presley (singer/musician)
Sam Phillips (record producer)

Dyanne (Elvis’s girlfriend/singer)
Jay Perkins (bass player/singer)
W.S. “Fluke” Holland (drummer)

Throughout the 1940s and ‘50s, Sam Phillips was a 
producer, label owner, and talent scout who helped 
discover Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, and Howlin’ Wolf 
as well as several significant R&B artists of the period.

While growing up, Phillips was exposed to the blues 
and became a fan of African-American music, which he 
heard from workers on his father’s cotton farm.

After high school, Phillips went to school for broadcasting 
and became a radio Disc Jockey (DJ) and later a sound 
engineer. In the 1940s, Phillips worked as a DJ for 
Muscle Shoals, Alabama radio station. This radio station 
broadcasted music for both white and black musicians, 
which later inspired Phillips’s work in Memphis, 
Tennessee.  In 1950, Phillips opened the Memphis 
Recording Service, where he recorded artists such as 
Junior Parker, B.B. King, and Howlin’ Wolf. Interestingly, 
Phillips claimed Howlin’ Wolf as his greatest discovery 
and deemed Elvis Presley his second greatest discovery. 
In 1952, the Memphis Recording Service also served as 
the studio for Phillips’s own label, Sun Records.

Phillips, the Father of Rock 'n' Roll, recorded some of the 
most notable early rock ‘n’ rollers of the era including Jackie Brenston and his Delta Cats, led by musician 
and song writer, Ike Turner. This partnership led to producing Delta Cat’s hit record, “Rocket 88,” which 
Phillips and music critics claim as the first-ever rock 'n' roll song. From 1950 to 1954, Phillips recorded the 
music of Rosco Gordon, Rufus Thomas, James Cotton, Bobby Blue Bland, and Little Milton, among others. 

Sun Records produced more Rock ‘n’ Roll records than any other record label of its time. From 1952 
to 1968, the studio  produced 226 singles. Despite achievement, the studio remained a regional label, 
which by the late 1960s, had very few new releases. 

SAM PHILLIPS

D.O.B. January 5, 1
923

D.O.D. July 30, 200
3; 80 years old

Age in 1956: 33

Hometown: Floren
ce, Alabama

Primary role: Ame
rican record pro

ducer 

Known as: The Fa
ther of Rock ‘n’ R

oll 
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Before age 20, Johnny Cash left his hometown to 
work in Michigan’s auto factories and later signed 
up for a four-year tour with the U.S. Air Force.  
After leaving the service in 1954, Cash settled 
down with his wife in Memphis, Tennessee, 
taking a job selling appliances. It was here that 

he was exposed to African-American music, specifically the 
blues. He became enthralled with the blues sound, and it wasn’t long before he 

started a band, which rehearsed constantly in fellow musician and guitarist Luther Perkins’s living 
room. Once Cash and his band were ready, they went to Sun Records and asked for an audition.

Phillips was impressed with Cash’s voice and with the band’s stripped down sound. But there was a 
problem: most of the material was religious. Phillips didn’t think he could market Cash as a religious 
artist so he asked him to come back with other songs. Cash came back with secular material, which 
included one of his best-known songs, “Folsom Prison Blues.” Phillips didn’t care much for “Folsom,” 
but rather Cash’s “Hey! Porter” – a tune he’d written during his Air Force tour. Phillips pressed Cash 
to come up with a different B-side for “Porter,” suggesting he pen “an uptempo weeper love song.”

That night, Cash wrote, “Cry! Cry! Cry!” and Sun released it with “Hey! Porter” in June 1955. J.R. Cash 
had been renamed Johnny Cash by Phillips, and the backing band dubbed the Tennessee Two. The 
record fared well for a debut, and Sun released another Cash record six months later – “Folsom Prison 
Blues” and “So Doggone Lonesome.” Like Cash’s first record, this one climbed the country charts, but 
Cash was still lacking the crossover appeal that other Sun artists had achieved; his records weren’t 
selling in the pop and R&B markets. 

In April 1956, Cash took a song he wrote during his Air Force years into Sun Records; it was a song 
of devotion, of love, of faithfulness, and it would become his biggest hit: “I Walk the Line.” The hit 
song was paired with “Get Rhythm,” and was released in May. It shot up the charts; climbing as high 
as number two on the country charts and number 19 on the pop charts. This achievement allowed 
Cash to successfully crossover. That summer, he landed a spot on the Grand Ole Opry, barely a year 
after he’d released his first single. As December approached, Cash’s fourth record – “Train of Love” 
and “There You Go” – began enjoying commercial success in its own right, all while “I Walk the Line” 
continued its stay on the pop and country charts. 

JOHHNY 
CASH

D.O.B. Feb
ruary 26

, 1932

D.O.D. Sep
tember 1

2, 2003; 7
1 years 

old

Age in 1
956: 24

Hometown
: Kingsl

and, Ark
ansas

Primary
 Instrum

ent: Guit
ar and v

ocals

Best-know
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“I Walk t
he Line,”

 “Folsom 

Prison B
lues,” “Ri

ng of Fi
re,” “Six
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iders in

 the Sky
, “Get Rh

ythm”
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as: The M

an in Bl
ack 

JOHNNY
CASH
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Born to a poor sharecropping family and despite – or 
perhaps because of – the hard times, music became 
an important part of Perkins’s life. Like many poor 
children of the Depression-era South, he was able 
to listen to music from different cultures and, later, 

turn them into something all his own. 

Perkins’s father was a country music fan, and he remembers listening to the Grand Ole Opry with the 
family on Saturday nights; those broadcasts from Nashville, Tennessee made him want a guitar. At 
the same time, Perkins befriended another sharecropper, an African-American man he called “Uncle 
John,” who would sit on his front porch playing blues and gospel on a beaten-up guitar. Perkins would 
often come over to listen, and to learn. Perkins said, “It was his inspiration that made me know what it 
was I wanted to do the rest of my life.” 

After a number of years playing with his brothers in the Perkins Brothers Band, Carl got married in 
1953. The next year, he and his wife were at home when Elvis Presley’s “Blue Moon of Kentucky” came 
on the radio. “Carl, that sounds just like y’all,” his wife said as the song came through. 

“Hearing him do ‘Blue Moon of Kentucky’ set a flame afire in me,” Perkins later recalled. Once he 
put together Presley’s association with Sun Records, Perkins and his brothers set out to Memphis, 
Tennessee to find Sam Phillips. After Phillips began releasing Perkins’s records, first on Sun Records 
subsidiary Flip and later on Sun, Perkins found moderate regional success, and Perkins began playing 
live performances with Presley, and later, Johnny Cash. 

Perkins wrote, “Blue Suede Shoes,” which later became a hit for Elvis Presley. “Blue Suede Shoes” was 
recorded at Sun Records in December 1955, and released in January 1956. For the next few months, 
“Blue Suede Shoes” climbed the country, pop and R&B charts, becoming Perkins’s breakout hit, 
eventually selling a million copies – a first for both Perkins and Sun Records. That spring, the song was 
joined on the charts by Presley’s first post-Sun record, “Heartbreak Hotel.”

But in March 1956, Perkins and his band suffered a setback just as they were enjoying so much success. 
While driving to New York City for a taping of TV’s Perry Como Show, their car ran into a truck and 
crashed into a ditch. The driver of the truck was killed, and Perkins and his brothers all suffered serious 
injuries. After a short hospital stay, Perkins went back to Memphis, and spent much of the rest of 1956 
trying to recreate the success of “Blue Suede Shoes,” without much luck.

CARL PE
RKINS

D.O.B. Apr
il 9, 1932

D.O.D. Jan
uary 19, 

1988; 66 y
ears old

Age in 1
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: Tiptonv
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y
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PERKINS
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Jerry Lee Lewis was born to a poor family and 
when Lewis was eight, his parents scraped 
together enough money and bought a piano for 
the budding musician.  “I always appreciated 
my parents,” he recalled later in life. “But, as I got older, I 
realized how much Mom and Dad sacrificed for me. Without their support, 
I couldn’t have done anything.”

Lewis’s older cousin Carl McVoy, who would later recorded for Sun Records, had gone to New York for 
a few years with his father, who was running a ministry there. While in New York, McVoy absorbed the 
African-American culture – specifically, boogie-woogie piano. After he left New York, McVoy ended up in 
Pine Bluff, Arkansas, working in the construction industry. Lewis would make the trip up to visit McVoy, 
picking up what would later become his stock-in-trade – his rambunctious, physical style. 

But Lewis also experienced African-American music more directly at Haney’s Big House, a juke joint 
for African-Americans just outside of his hometown of Ferriday where Lewis and his cousin would 
sneak in, hide behind the bar and soak up the boogie-woogie and blues (including performances by 
the young B.B. King).

After a short stint in Southwestern Assemblies of God University in Texas, where Lewis was sent by his 
mother and was reportedly expelled after playing a boogie-woogie version of “My God is Real,” Lewis cut 
a demo and headed to the country music capital, Nashville, Tennessee. He played clubs and made the 
rounds to the record labels there, but didn’t have much luck, so he headed back to Ferriday, where he 
continued to play locally. 

Lewis had become a fan of Elvis Presley’s early work, and after reading about Presley’s Memphis roots in 
a magazine article, he thought his music might be more welcomed there than it had been in Nashville. In 
November 1956, he and his father raised a little money and drove to the Sun headquarters in Memphis. 
The timing couldn’t have been better; Phillips had been looking to expand rock ‘n’ roll’s instrumentation 
and as he listened to the tape, he realized he had found the right person to do just that.  “I had wanted to 
get off this guitar scene and show that it could be done with other instruments,” Phillips later said. “They 
put that tape on and I said, ‘Where in hell did this man come from?’ He played that piano with abandon.” 

Lewis cut his first single for Sun Records, which included a song from that very first demo session, “Crazy 
Arms.” Phillips paired it with a boogie version of the traditional jug band song, “End of the Road,” and 
released it in early December 1956.

JERRY LEE LEWIS

Name: Jerry Lee Lewis D.O.B. September 29, 1935Age in 1956: 21Hometown: Ferriday, Louisiana 
Primary instrument: Piano and vocals 

Best-known songs: “Whole Lotta Shackin’ Going 
On,” “Great Balls of Fire,” “Real Wild Child” Known as: The Killer

JERRY LEE
LEWIS
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Elvis Presley’s cash-strapped family moved 
to Memphis, Tennessee in the 1940s where 
he absorbed a wide array of musical styles: 
blues to gospel to hillbilly to country. While 
he couldn’t have known it at the time, he 
would later fuse these disparate styles into 

an amalgam that would become a cultural phenomenon. 

In July 1954, after a few unproductive sessions at Sun Records, Presley made his breakthrough. 
As the day was winding down, Presley started into an impromptu version of “That’s All Right,” 
which had been recorded seven years earlier by the legendary black delta bluesman Arthur “Big 
Boy” Crudup. Just like that, Sam Phillips had found a sound he’d reportedly been searching for.  

“Over and over I remember Sam saying, ‘If I could find a white man who had the Negro sound 
and the Negro feel, I could make a billion dollars.” Sun receptionist Marion Keisker said. 

Presley laid down another song, “Blue Moon of Kentucky,” as a B-side to “That’s all Right,” and 
in July 1954, Sun Records made history, releasing the first-ever Elvis Presley record.

Over the following months, Presley worked hard, touring the South on several occasions, and 
Phillips worked hard on his behalf, pressing radio stations for airplay and promoting Presley the 
best he could. In November 1955, however, Presley’s short and trailblazing career at Sun came 
to an end. Phillips, facing major cash flow issues and possible bankruptcy, knew the budding 
star could bring Sun a substantial sum of money to help build a future foundation. Phillips sold 
Presley’s contract to RCA that month for $35,000; the larger label also paid $5,000 directly to 
Presley, who was just 20 years old. Over the next year, Presley’s career took off. He cut some new 
tracks, including “Heartbreak Hotel”; made a number of network TV appearances, including the 
groundbreaking September 1956 Ed Sullivan Show appearance; and started starring in movies, 
the first of which – Love Me Tender – premiered that November.

ELVIS PRESLEY

D.O.B. Ja
nuary 8

, 1935

D.O.D. Au
gust 16,

 1977; 42
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ld
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Historians believe that Marilyn Evans (portrayed in Million Dollar 
Quartet as the Elvis’s fictitious girlfriend, Dyanne) was at Sun 
Records with Elvis Presley on December 4, 1956. Evans was 
dating Presley at the time and a voice, assumed to be hers, 
appears on the recording.

Evans, a dancer from Fresno, California, was a chorus girl 
in Las Vegas when she met Elvis. 

In 2008, the Chicago Tribune interviewed Evans and ran 
a story about the ex-girlfriend. Colin Escott (historian 
and co-author of Million Dollar Quartet) noted that 
Ms. Evans is one of Elvis’s least known girlfriends.
 

Between shows, the dancers would gather in an  
employees-only coffee shop  within the casino. 
It was there that Elvis walked in one night and 
sat at their table. ‘Wow’,  Evans thought. ‘He’s 
beautiful--really, truly’. Within an hour, Elvis had
slipped Evans a scrawled  note on the back of a napkin. 
 
It read: ‘Can I have a date with you tomorrow night or before I leave?’ Evans nodded in  
excitement and shock. ‘He called backstage that night, set a time’, she remembered. And so, for 
the next couple of weeks she and Elvis explored Las Vegas, driving around, hanging out and walking through 
the casinos. Asked why he picked her, she giggles and shrugs. ‘I think he probably liked that I wasn’t ‘out 
there’. I was respectable’, she said. ‘I still am respectable, you know!’ 
 
And what did this respectable teenager’s parents think about her dating Parental Enemy No. 1?  ‘He seems 
like a very nice person’, her mom, L.E. Evans, informed The Fresno Bee in December 1956, after word of the 
relationship leaked. ‘Elvis told Marilyn he likes her because she doesn’t act like a show girl, because she’s 
real’. Like Evans, Elvis too was  performing at the New Frontier -- his first Vegas engagement--but when he 
left, the couple kept in touch by telephone. Then one day, he called Evans and asked her to come visit and 
stay at his Memphis home. In Memphis, Elvis and Evans spent their days riding motorcycles, going out to 
eat and watching rented movies at Elvis’ house, a luxury the girl from Fresno could hardly believe. ‘He was 
relaxed. He was comfortable there’, and at night she slept ... ‘not with him’. ‘He was extremely honorable. 
He was  young; I was young’. 
 
[The night at Sun] was great, I loved it, it was terrifically exciting and wonderful.

MARILYN EVANS(maiden name)

D.O.B. Circa 1937Age in 1956: 19
Hometown: Fresno, California

Known as: A dancer/chorus girl who 

was Elvis Presley's girlfriend at the 

time of the Sun Records jam session on 

December 4, 1956.

RESEARCH IDEA!
On your own: Use the Internet or another literary source to research additional information on 

the Million Dollar Quartet. Based on the information provided in this study guide and 
from your own research, complete the following:

•  Identify 1-2 biographical experiences  shared by all four musicians.

•  Identify 1-2 differences between the four musicians with regard to their upbringing, professional work, and/or personal lives.

•  Share, compare, and contrast your findings with the class. 
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Who’s Who

The Perkins brothers (Carl, Jay, and Clayton) were 
born in Tiptonville, Tennessee. They came from a low 
income family who made their living as sharecroppers. 
It was Carl (who later became the well-known singer/
guitarist/songwriter) who convinced Jay and Clay 
to join him to become the Perkins Brothers Band. 
Jay handled some of the vocals and played guitar 
while  Clay played the bass. Carl, the driving force 
behind the band, kept the spotlight on lead vocals 
and guitar. The Perkins brothers primarily played at 
honky-tonks with hillbilly standards and some pop 
music. The Perkins Brothers Band became known 
for their unique sound – a hybrid of honky-tonk 
and black music. By the mid-‘50s, the band secured 
a spot at the top of the pop charts.  Unfortunately, 
Jay Perkins was not with the band for long as he 
died prematurely of brain cancer in October 1958. 
His early passing greatly affected his brothers, Carl 
and Clay, which may have inflated their battle with 
alcoholism, and motivated Clay Perkins’s to commit 
suicide. 

W.S. "Fluke" Holland is a drummer who has worked 
with numerous rock ‘n’ roll musicians over the years. 
After being introduced to Carl Perkins, (through an 
introduction by Carl’s brother Clay) Fluke became 
a member of the Perkins Brothers Band and later 
was the acclaimed drummer in Johnny Cash’s band. 
He played drums on Carl Perkin’s 1955 recording 
of “Blue Suede Shoes,” which was recorded at Sun 
Records, and in the 1956 Million Dollar Quartet 
jam session that featured Elvis Presley, Jerry Lee 
Lewis, Carl Perkins, and Johnny Cash. 
 
Holland’s nickname was not earned in association 
with music and his successful career. Surprisingly, 
it was a nickname that was established while he 
worked at a gas station. The owner of the station 
began calling him "Fluke" after Holland kept using 
the word as a favorite slang term to replace other 
nouns. 
 
Holland's contribution to rock ‘n’ roll and the 
signature sound of Johnny Cash has earned him 
worldwide recognition as a true American music 
pioneer and he continues to influence musicians 
internationally.
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W.S. "FLUKE" HOLLAND

D.O.B. April 22, 1935
Age in 1956: 21

Hometown: Saltillo, Mississippi  Primary Instrument: Drums
Known as: “Fluke” – a member of the 
Perkins Brothers Band who later 

became well-known as a drummer for 
Johnny Cash.

JAY PERKINS

D.O.B. Circa 
1935

D.O.D. Octobe
r 1958; circ

a 23 years 
old

Age in 1956
: 23

Hometown: T
iptonville

, Tennessee
 

Primary In
strument: G

uitar and 
vocals

Known as: C
arl Perkin

s’s older 

brother an
d a member 

of the 

Perkins Bro
thers Band

.



WR
ITE

R’S
 W

OR
DS

Writer’s Words14

COLIN ESCOTT 
(historian and co-author of Million Dollar Quartet) 

describes the famous four
It hadn’t been long since Elvis, Johnny Cash, and Carl Perkins 
bumped around the South in beat-up family sedans. There’s 
a photo from somewhere in Texas sometime in 1955. Two 
makeshift steps lead up to the back of a flatbed truck. Elvis and 
his two-piece band are setting up on the trailer. Elvis is slinging his 
guitar over his shoulder. Maybe Johnny Cash and Carl Perkins are 
somewhere close by. Sam Phillips had discovered them all and 
signed them to his company, Sun Records. One year later, Elvis 
had moved on to RCA and became the biggest phenomenon in 
entertainment. 

Elvis’s success had Phillips thinking that maybe Johnny Cash and 
Carl Perkins needed to change their style a little, and really go 

after the teenage audience. Sure, Perkins’s “Blue Suede Shoes” had been one of the top-selling records 
of 1956, and some of Johnny Cash’s records had sold, but you could only take their rockabilly sound so 
far. Phillips listened again to “Blue Suede Shoes.” “Burn my house, steal my car/Drink my liquor from 
an old fruit jar.” Honky tonk music. Kids wanted music that spoke to kids. That’s why Phillips was so 
keen to sweeten Carl’s sound with a piano (enter 
newly-arrived Jerry Lee Lewis, whose first record 
had only been out three days). What Phillips didn’t 
know was that both Cash and Perkins were thinking 
beyond Sun Records, and would soon depart for 
Columbia Records. Cash’s troubled odyssey of a 
career went from strength to strength and had a 
triumphant final act. It didn’t work out as well for 
Carl Perkins. He never scored that second hit, but the Beatles recorded “Matchbox” and two more of 
his songs. As consolation prizes went, it was better than most. He rose above the squalor of the music 
business to become a rock ‘n’ roll icon. The Beatles and ordinary fans alike discovered a hero and a 
gentleman. 

Jerry Lee Lewis stayed on Sun until 1963, five years after his career imploded. He came back as a 
country star in 1968 – the year that Sam Phillips sold Sun Records. More than sixty country hits 
notwithstanding, Jerry Lee Lewis embodies the spirit of rock ‘n’ roll. Phillips came to be lionized as 
the “Father of Rock ‘n’ Roll” and died a rich man, a prophet with honor, and a charter inductee into 
the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, alongside Elvis Presley and Jerry Lee Lewis. Carl Perkins was inducted 
the following year and Cash four years after that. December 4, 1956 was the first and only time that 
Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Carl Perkins made music together. They were in the 
studio where they got their start. Rock ‘n’ roll was so new it had barely been named much less ‘Hall of 
Famed’. It was a cultural flashpoint like no other, and it really was such a night.     

A CULTURAL

FLASHPOINT
LIKE NO OTHER



PR
OD

UC
TIO

N  
HI

ST
OR

Y

Production History15

PRODUCTION HISTORY:
A new show inspired by the actual event – an impromptu 
jam session with Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee 
Lewis, and Carl Perkins on December 4, 1956. The musical 
premiered at Seaside Music Theatre in Daytona Beach, 
Florida and was then staged at the Village Theatre in the Seattle, Washington area in 2007, breaking 
box office records. MILLION DOLLAR QUARTET opened for a limited run at Chicago’s Goodman 
Theatre on September 27, 2008. Eric D. Schaeffer, of Virginia’s Signature Theatre, co-directed the 
Chicago production with Floyd Mutrux..

The Broadway production opened at the Nederlander Theatre on April 11, 2010.The Broadway production 
closed on June 12, 2011 after 489 performances and 34 previews, and then re-opened Off-Broadway at 
New World Stages, the home of other Broadway musical hits such as Avenue Q and Rent. MILLION 
DOLLAR QUARTET opened in London’s West End at the Noël Coward Theatre in February 2011.

AWARDS:
Won a Tony Award® for Best Performance by a Featured 
Actor in a Musical and received a Tony Award® nomination 
for Best Musical and Best Book of a Musical (Colin Escott 
& Floyd Mutrux). The show received an Outer Critics Circle 

Award for Outstanding Featured Actor in a Musical, a Drama Desk nomination for Outstanding Musical 
Revue and three Drama League nominations including Distinguished Production of a Musical and 
Distinguished Performance.

CREATIVE TEAM:
Directed by Eric Schaeffer and features a book by Colin Escott and Floyd Mutrux. The design team for 
Million Dollar Quartet includes: Derek McLane (scenic design), Howell Binkley (lighting design), Jane 
Greenwood (costume design), Kai Harada (sound design) and Chuck Mead (musical arrangements 
and supervision). The musical was produced on Broadway by Relevant Theatricals, John Cossette 
Productions, American Pop Anthology and Broadway Across America.

NORTH AMERICAN TOUR:
In the fall of 2011, the U.S. national tour of MILLION DOLLAR QUARTET features Lee Ferris (Carl 
Perkins), Christopher Ryan Grant (Sam Phillips),  Martin Kaye (Jerry Lee Lewis), Derek Keeling (Johnny 
Cash), Kelly Lamont (Dyanne), William Shaffer (Fluke), Cody Slaughter (Elvis Presley), and Charles 
Joseph Zayas (Jay Perkins).  Other company members include: Austin Cook, Scott Moreau John Michael 
Presney, David Sonneborn, Alyssa Marie Webb, and Bill Woodward. The production opened at the 
Playhouse Square in Clevelandand will soon be coming to a city near you.  

 “A BUOYANT NEW 
MUSICAL THAT WHIPS THE 

CROWD INTO A FRENZY,”
The New York Times

 “A DAZZLING RAUCOUS 
SPECTACLE THAT SOUNDS 

LIKE A MILLION BUCKS”
New York Magazine

 “90 MINUTES OF PLATINUM GRADE ENTERTAINMENT.”
         NY1
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ROCK ‘N’ RETRO: 1950’S IN RETROSPECT
In the 1940s, the United States of America and the Union of Soviet 
Socialist Republics (U.S.S.R.) became the world’s two leading 
“super powers.” The U.S.S.R., with its communist-based political 
and economic system, was the antithesis of capitalist America 
and, according to the American philosophy of the day, the rise of 
communism posed a serious threat to the American way of life. 
While these two super powers did not physically go to war, there 
was an impending concern that they would engage in nuclear warfare. By the 1950s, both countries 
had developed atomic weapons and many U.S. citizens felt the need to prepare for a nuclear attack. 
This concern gave rise to regular bomb drills and the construction of backyard bomb shelters. The fear 
of attack also manifested itself in the political policies and social norms of the 1950s. Americans began 
to suspiciously view anything that didn’t seem “normal”; that didn’t conform to an established set of 
social mores. Some Americans questioned this conformity, calling it the end of individualism. Others 
seized numerous opportunities to utilize fear tactics to forward hidden agendas and ostracize those 
who stepped outside the political or social mainstream. To be an upstanding, true American citizen 
meant that you needed to sound, look, live, and think like everyone else – anything less and you ran 
the risk of being viewed as a threat to the idealistic American way of life.

     Sha-Boom, Sha-BOOM!
In the 1950s, America experienced a sizeable “boom” in both population and economic growth. 
Soon after World War II, families began to expand rapidly; this effect was labeled the “baby boom.” 
More children were born during this time than were born in the previous 30 years combined. In fact, 
1954 experienced the largest one-year population gain in American history. This growth directly 
corresponded to the amazing growth in diaper sales, which reached $50 million in 1958! Additionally, 
a substantial number of immigrants from Europe and Asia contributed to the population boom. Each 
addition to the population created a higher demand for food, clothing, toys, and other goods, which 
steadily fed and bolstered the economic growth of the ‘50s. 

With bigger families came tighter spaces, and as the country grew, cities became more crowded. Due 
to this change, a great number of Americans moved from cities to the suburbs in order to gain more 
space and enjoy ‘greener’ living. Despite the longer commutes to the city for suburban businessmen, 
the newly built transit and highway systems greatly assisted with travel from the suburbs. Women 
living the suburban life were expected to conform to certain societal norms that supported their roles 
as ideal housewives and mothers; their main focus became parenting and managing life in the home. 
To assist with these responsibilities, families purchased new household appliances such as vacuums, 
dishwashers, automatic washing machines, and powered lawnmowers. Such new inventions created 
new and improved methods for work in and around the house, which left more leisure time for 
families. Newfound prosperity led to better schools and increased opportunities for leisure. Children 
joined various clubs (e.g., little league teams, Boy Scouts, and Girl Scouts) and bowling became a 
popular recreational activity for adults. Many couples joined bowling leagues, and the bowling craze 
caused the number of bowling alleys to grow from 52,000 in 1950, to 108,000 in 1958. Magazines such 
as Sports Illustrated and MAD, as well as numerous celebrity magazines were sold by the thousands. 
Comic books alone sold at the astonishing rate of 20,000,000 a week. Another popular purchase was 
the outdoor barbecue grill, and families loved (as they still do today) to host social BBQs with family 
and friends, complete with perfectly grilled hot dogs. Many families also surrendered to the new, life-
changing invention of the era by purchasing a television set. 

YOU NEEDED TO 
SOUND, LOOK, LIVE, 

AND THINK LIKE 
EVERYONE ELSE – 
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     Conservatism + Consumerism

In 1950, 3.1 million televisions were sold in the U.S., but by 1955, this number rose to 32 million. 
By 1959, the average family watched television six hours a week. Shows like I Love Lucy, The 
Honeymooners, and Leave it to Beaver became extremely popular and provided Americans with 
“perfect” role models. The idealistic family life portrayed on TV in the 1950s reinforced conservatism, 
which encouraged individuals (and their families) to conform to societal norms. Families became so 
faithful to tuning in and watching these TV shows on a weekly basis that frozen TV dinners were born. 
Frozen dinners became an easy and convenient way for housewives to quickly heat up dinner for their 
entire family and serve them directly in front of the television set. By 1955, Americans consumed 
more than 25 million frozen TV dinners a year. With such commitment to watching TV, never before 
had there been such a captive audience, and advertisers were thrilled! As opposed to radio listeners, 
television audiences could not walk around while watching TV.  The TV format caused a marketing 
boom and allowed advertisers to manipulate Americans by preying on their desires and needs in a 
new, targeted fashion. 

     Poverty vs. Prosperity

The 1950s became the era of conservatism and consumerism – 
an interesting mix, if not a seeming juxtaposition. The stimulated 
economy in America throughout the 1950s brought wealth and 
heightened materialism to many Americans through mass-marketing 
and consumerism. Despite this increase, there were still many 
Americans who were, due to their socio-economic status, not able to 
afford this new and improved way of life. Concerns of impoverished 
Americans went largely ignored and poverty throughout the country 
remained a significant issue. While some Americans were improving 
their lifestyles with the latest invention, those living in poverty were 
not able to improve their lives with even the most basic of these 
new advances. Many lived without plumbing, adequate nutrition, 

RESEARCH IDEA!
In groups 3-5, discuss poverty and prosperity in the 1950s

•  Using the Internet or another literary source, become familiar with some of the popular television shows of  
      the 1950s (e.g., I love Lucy, Leave it to Beaver, The Ed Sullivan Show, The Honeymooners, American Bandstand)

•   Watch clips from some of these TV shows on YouTube or another social media site.

•  What commonalities can you find between these shows? What are the characters’ lives like? What kind of  
     picture do these shows paint of life in the1950s? 

•  Now consider how these shows compare to popular modern day television shows. What kind of picture do  
    modern day television shows paint of life today?

17
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and health care. Such differences in the ability to purchase and consume created a disparate situation 
between those less fortunate and middle-class America. 

        Teen Power
By the mid-1950s, one-third of the country’s population 
was below the age of 15. For the first time, teenagers 
became a separate group within society and were no 
longer viewed as powerless children; they became an 
important demographic group and key consumers. 
Advertisers became increasingly focused of the likes 
and dislikes of teenagers and children. As a result of 
the baby boom, the average age of marriage dropped, 
which led to a corresponding drop in the dating age. Teen lifestyle centered on socializing, school, TV, 
movies, music, and cars. The birth of drive-in restaurants and movies aimed primarily at teenagers 
became big business. In fact, by 1955, teenagers accounted for $7 billion of the nation’s annual spending 
and teens consumed all of the latest fads marketed to them including movies, magazines, and clothes. 
Some of most notable fads included: Davy Crockett coon-skin caps, Frisbees, Silly Putty, Slinkies, and the 
Hula-Hoop – a very popular toy that sold 100,000,000 units in 1960. In 1958, toy sales peaked at more 
than $1.25 billion. By 1958, teenagers bought 70 percent of all records. This unprecedented purchasing 
power and increased leisure time instilled a greater feeling of independence among the youth of America.  

DISCUSSION IDEA!
In groups 3-4, debate the pros and cons of being a teenager in the 1950’s

•   As a group, choose to represent the “1950s” or “Modern Day.” (Teacher's Tip: Make sure that both decades  
    are equally represented.)

•   As 1950s or modern day teens, create a representative list of weekend chores that Mom or Dad have assigned  
     AND a list of anticipated hobbies/entertainment for the weekend.

•  Along with your list of chores and entertainment, consider other aspects of teen life for your decade. For  
     example, the impact of economy, government, school, family life, music, pop-culture, fashion, technology, and  
    healthcare. Based on all information, prepare an argument for why your selected decade would be the better  
    era in which to be a teenager. 

•   Elect a leader to present your group’s argument to the class.

•  After all of the groups have presented their case, as individuals, cast your vote for your favorite decade by  
     writing it down on a slip of paper. 

•   Teacher can tally all votes and declare which decade is the winner!

BY 1955, TEENAGERS 
ACCOUNTED FOR 

$7 BILLION OF THE 
NATION’S ANNUAL 

SPENDING
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FASCINATING FACTS FOR 1956
(A CHRONOLOGICAL TIMELINE OF POP CULTURE)

January 14 – Little Richard released his smash hit“Tutti Frutti.”

January 28 – Elvis Presley's "Heartbreak Hotel" and "I Was the One" were released 
by RCA and sold over 300,000 copies in their first three weeks on the market. 

January 30 – Elvis Presley recorded his version of “Blue Suede Shoes.”

April 2 – Soap operas, the popular TV genre, began on CBS television with As the 
World Turns and The Edge of Night. (In 2010, As the World Turns went off the air 
after running 54 years.)

April 4 – Actress Grace Kelly married Monaco’s Prince Rainier - A royal celebrity wedding.

April 14 – Ampex Corporation introduced the first commercial videotape recorder.

April 21 – Carl Perkins, The King of Rockabilly, had his song “Blue Suede Shoes” hit 
the top of the charts.

April 27 – Undefeated heavy-weight champion Rocky Marciano retired from boxing.

May 19 – “(You’ve Got) The Magic Touch” by The Platters rose to the #4 spot on 
the pop singles chart.

June 29 – Marilyn Monroe married playwright Arthur Miller in a London, England ceremony. 
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August 11 – Abstract expressionist painter, Jackson Pollack, died in a car crash.

August 28 – Elvis Presley's "Hound Dog" and "Don't Be Cruel" became #1 hits.

September 9 – Elvis Presley made the first of three appearances on The Ed Sullivan 
Show. This TV appearance attracted a record breaking 54,000,000 viewers. Four 
months later, TV censors showed only Elvis's face on his second Ed Sullivan 
appearance.

September 13 – IBM introduced the first computer hard drive.

September 28 – RCA Records reported Elvis Presley sold over 10,000,000 records.

October 8 – In baseball, the New York Yankees won the World Series, defeating the 
Brooklyn Dodgers 9 to 0 in game #7.

October 12 – Elvis introduced June Carter to Johnny Cash. The two were married 
years later in 1968 and the relationship lasted 35 years.

November 3 – The Wizard of Oz was first televised on CBS Television.

November 28 – Charles Van Doren made his first appearance on the hit TV game 
show, Twenty One, which later became known as being a rigged quiz show. The 
1994 movie Quiz Show was based on these events. The $64,000 Question - another 
popular quiz show became the nation's most widely watched TV program.

December 4 – The famous four (Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, and Jerry 
Lee Lewis) gathered at Sun Records for an impromptu jam session. This gathering 
was later dubbed The Million Dollar Quartet.

December 30 – In football, the New York Giants won the NFL Championship Game 
by defeating the Chicago Bears 47 to 7. 
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1956: IN OTHER NEWS.....
ECONOMICS
•  Average annual salary was $5,300          •  Minimum wage was $1.00 per hour
•  Unemployment rate was 4.3%                 •  Average cost for a new car cost $2,100

RACE RELATIONS
•  In 1956, was just two years after the Supreme Court’s Brown vs. The Board of Education of Topeka,  
    Kansas decision to de-segregate public schools.
• 96 Congressmen from the South sing “The Southern Manifesto” in opposition to the Brown vs.  
    Board of Education decision.
• University of Alabama was sued by the National Association for Advancement of Colored People  
    (N.A.A.C.P.) for banning an African-American woman from enrolling as a student.
•  In March, Rosa Park’s inspired the Montgomery Bus Boycott to succeed.
•  Home of Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. (MLK) is bombed in Montgomery, Alabama.
• MLK began to organize the Southern Christian Leadership Conference to coordinate non-violent  
    protest for equal rights.

POLITICS
•  President Dwight “Ike” Eisenhower was elected to second term with a landslide vote.
•  Russians took home 99 Olympics medals while the U.S. secured 74 medals.
•  By 1956, troops from the Korean War were still coming home.
•  France was defeated by pro-Communist forces in Vietnam.
•  The U.S. sent military advisors to train South Vietnamese soldiers.
•  Both the United States and Soviet Union possessed nuclear bombs instilling a nation-wide fear of an  
    atomic attack.  Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev announced to the U.S., “We will bury you.”
•  During the 1950s, fear of communist spies in the U.S. government spread. 

LIFESTYLE
•  Population of the United States of America was 168,903,031
•   In 1945, 81% of Americans surveyed had never seen a television set, but by 1950, over 4,000,000  
    television sets were sold.
•  In 1956, TV had become a staple in homes all across the country.
•  Top Hollywood films of the year include: The Ten Commandments and 
    Invasion of the Body Snatchers.
•  In 1956, the U.S. had 7,000 drive-in movie theaters.
•  Popularity of the “Davy Crockett” television show prompts the sale of 300,000,000 worth    
    of Crockett toys, t-shirts, and fake coon-skin caps. 
•  13,000,000 new homes were built in the suburbs between 1948 - 1958
•  34% of all high school graduates entered college
•  74.6 million “baby boomers” were born between 1946 - 1964
•  11% of all cars sold were station wagons
•     Juvenile delinquency was seen as a major threat; 50% of the thieves arrested in NY were under the  
      age of 21. According to published scholarly studies, the causes of juvenile delinquency included  
       such things as absentee parenting, broken homes, the influence of media and movies, endocrine  
    glands, and comic books. 
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     TEACHER’S LESSON PLAN: CULTURAL IMAGES OF THE 1950’S

Time: 50 min. lesson (plus out-of-class time for individual student research and preparation of a written response)

Focus Question: How can we use images to gain a better understanding of what life was like for 
Americans in the 1950s?

Learning Goals:
1.  Students will identify the conventional standards of 1950s American culture.
2.  Students will recognize the elements of the 1950s society that did not fit into the cultural mainstream. 
3.  Students will analyze reasons for why the pervasive retrospective image of the 1950s is that of an 
idealistic society.

Assessment Strategies:

1. During small group time, teacher will note which groups engaged in thoughtful discussion and  
     which students effectively participated and collaborated with their group members.
2.  During presentations, teacher will take brief notes as to which groups presented clear, creative, and  
     well thought-out tableaus. 
3. Teacher will assess students’ written responses for students’ ability to articulate connections  
     between the in-class discussion and their own personal research.

Prior Knowledge: Students should have some prior knowledge of American History leading up 
to and during the 1950s. If students have no prior knowledge of this time period, the introduction 
provided in this guide may serve as supplemental reading material. 

National Learning Standards: (For complete National Standards information, see pages 2-3 of this guide)
• NCTE / IRA Standards for the English Language Arts # 7: Students conduct research on issues and 

interests by generating ideas and questions, and by posing problems. 
• National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies # 2: Time, Continuity, and Change
• The National Standards for Arts Education - Theater Standards # 5: Researching by using cultural 

and historical information to support improvised and scripted scenes.

Materials: 

•   Copies of the 1950s Advertisements handout (one for every 3-4 students)
•   Copies of the 1950s Historical Images handout (one for every 3-4 students)
•   A blackboard or white-board and a writing utensil

Procedure:

Opening Activity:

1.  Invite two students to come to the front of the room and shake hands. Once their hands connect, 
call “freeze,” and ask the two students to stay frozen in the still image or tableau. Ask the rest of 
the class to come up with creative ideas for what could be happing in this “picture” (e.g., basketball 
players getting ready for a free throw, or an interviewer greeting an applicant). 

2.  Next, ask students to consider this image as if the two people were living in the 1950s. What might 
be happening in this image? Encourage students to consider historical figures and events. 

3.  Once students have exhausted the possibilities for the first image, select another student to take 
the place of one of the “frozen” students by assuming a new position in relation to the other student. 
Be mindful that the two are characters from the 1950s. Ask the other students in the class to respond. 
How has the situation changed? Who are these new characters? 

4.  If time allows, you can invite multiple students to take the place of the frozen students and create 
a new tableau images based on the idea that they are characters from the 1950s.
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Main Activity:

1.  As a class, make a list on the board of terms that you associate with the 1950s.  

2.  Split the class into small groups of 3-6. Distribute the attached “1950s Advertisements handout” to 
half of the groups, and the attached “1950s Historical Images handout” to the other half. Ask students 
not to show their handout to the other groups. 

3.  Direct the groups to discuss and record their answers to the following questions: 
•  What are the people in these pictures doing? 
•  What do these pictures tell you about life in the 1950s? 
•  Based on these pictures, what are 5 words you would use to describe life in the 1950s?
•  Do you think this is an accurate portrayal of 1950’s life? Why or why not? 

4.  Next, ask each group to work together to create a tableau, or frozen image, depicting life in the 
1950s as portrayed in the handouts they have received. 

5.  One at a time, each of the groups should demonstrate their tableau to the rest of the class. Once 
a tableau has been established, tap each frozen statue to activate the character to speak (in-role) one 
word or line that relates to the selected moment in time. Invite the other students to respond to the 
image and the characters’ words by explaining what they think is happening in the ‘scene’ and how 
they think it relates to life in the 1950s. 

Closing Activity:

1.  Allow the groups a moment to swap handouts and compare the two handouts side-by-side. 

2.  Ask each group to briefly summarize their responses to the questions posed during the earlier small 
group discussion. Discuss the similarities and differences among the groups.

3.  As a class, consider/ discuss the following questions:

•  Take a look at the list of words on the board. How has your view of the 1950s changed since   
    the beginning of class? How has it stayed the same?

•  When thinking of the 1950s, we often forget about the hardships endured by many Americans   
    during this time period. Why do you think the pervasive image of the 1950s is that of an 
    idealistic society? 

•  What historical events may explain the rise of conformist societal norms in the 1950s?

•  What role did advertising and television have in perpetuating the stereotypical cultural ideals  
    of the  1950s?

Further Research: 

1.  For homework, ask students to research the 1950s using the Million Dollar Quartet study guide 
and/or trusted online sources to respond to the following questions:

•  When using a search engine what kind of images come up most often in response to the term   
    “1950s”? Why do you think that is the case?
•  What important historical events took place during this era and what was their role in the  
    creation or perpetuation of the conventional mainstream society of the 1950s? 

•  What groups of people or subcultures existed in the 1950s that did not fit into the cultural  
    mainstream and how did they cope with the pressure to conform? 

2.  Students should explain their findings in a written response, which should also include connections 

to the earlier in-class discussion and activities. 
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World of the Musical - Rock 'n' Roll: Birth of a New Sound

ROCK ‘N’ ROLL: BIRTH OF A NEW SOUND
     SUN RECORDS and the man behind the label
Sun Records owner, Sam Phillips, discovered and produced the 
individual artists of the Million Dollar Quartet as well as recorded the 
famous one-night jam session on December 4, 1956. Soon after, Carl 
Perkins and Johnny Cash joined Phillips, Presley, and Lewis with the 
same honor. Unlike other producers of this era, Sam Phillips adopted 
an active role with his young, inexperienced artists by encouraging them to experiment with their personal 
style. Such advocacy for style stemmed from Phillips’s love of African-American music, which he grew up 
listening to. He was drawn to and appreciated the expensive sound and emotional qualities of African-
American music. Phillips became committed to the plight of black Americans: the social injustices inflicted 
upon blacks due to the deep-rooted racism that was prevalent in the South. In fact, he was one of the first 
to support and record blues singers like B.B. King and Ike Turner and later on, Phillips was the first to sign 
Roy Orbison and Charlie Rich. In his simple, one-room studio, Phillips looked for innovation, not imitation. 
The music he recorded transformed the cultural landscape of the 20th Century. The contributions made 
by Phillips undeniably changed the direction of American music and paved the way to the rock and pop 
sounds of today’s music. 

Throughout his career, Phillips recorded notable musicians and while at Sun Records he worked with all 
four Million Dollar Quartet musicians: Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Elvis Presley who 
later became well-known stars. Carl Perkins’s song, “Blue Suede Shoes” became the first rock 'n' roll hit 
to climb to the top of the pop, country, and blues charts. Jerry Lee Lewis quickly took the spotlight with 

ACTIVITY IDEA!
On your own, interview a person who grew up in the 1950s. 

•  Identify someone you know who was a teenager in the 1950s (e.g., a grandparent, parent, family friend). 
    Set up an appointment to interview that person regarding their own experience of Rock 'n' Roll.

•   Using the examples below for inspiration, draft a list of five interview questions:
-   What does the term Rock 'n' Roll mean to you?
-   Who were your favorite artists as a teenager and why?
-   Did you watch some of these icons on TV? If so, how did this impact you?
-   Tell me about the first Rock 'n' Roll concert you attended.
-    Why do you think Rock 'n' Roll was controversial in the 1950s?
-   What did your parents/older generation think of Rock 'n' Roll?

-   How do you think Rock 'n' Roll of the 1950s compares with music today?

•  In addition to recording the responses, make note of the person’s tone, expression, and body language while  
  discussing this topic. You can use an audio or video recorder to capture the interview, or just take detailed  
     written notes.

•   After the interview, compile the interviewee’s responses into a monologue by removing your own questions and responses.  
    You may adapt the interviewee’s responses in order to make sense as a monologue, but try not to change the person’s   
     words more than necessary.

•   Memorize and rehearse the monologue as if you were the person you interviewed by incorporating the person’s tone,  
     expression, and body language. 

•   Perform the monologue for the rest of the class.

•   As a class, discuss, compare and contrast the experiences of the interviewees.

*Don’t forget to write a thank you note to the person you interviewed!

 INNOVATION

NOT
IMITATION
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his two hits: “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On” and “Great Balls of Fire.” Johnny Cash became Sun Record’s most 
consistent chart topping artist with hits such as “I Walk the Line” and “Folsom Prison Blues.”
 

     The Early Years

Sam Phillips was born in northwestern Alabama in 1923. With the 1929 stock market crash, he came 
to know hard times at an early age. Phillips told Colin Escott, author of Good Rockin’ Tonight: “One day 
my father had money. The next thing he knew, it was gone. That kind of thing could break you, but my 
father had courage and determination and refused to give up."

In 1941, Phillips’s father died and Sam dropped out of high school in order to help financially support 
his family. Working a variety of jobs, he eventually began studying radio and in 1945, he ended up at 
WREC radio in Memphis, Tennessee, where he hosted a range of shows, expanded his experience in 
recording, and surrounded himself with all aspects of the music business. 

In 1949, he decided to open his own studio – Memphis Recording Service, which he ran as a 
moonlighting business in conjunction with his daytime work at WREC radio. In January 1950, the 
motto at Memphis Recording was, “We Record Anything – Anywhere – Anytime.” Phillips upheld this 
motto by loading up and traveling to record as many social gatherings and religious events as he 
could book.  His real passion, however, was recording musicians in his studio. It was Phillips’s dream 
to open a studio that showcased undiscovered talent from the South, which included both black and 

white artists. The difficulties Phillips faced as a child 
and the determination he learned from his father 
helped Phillips cope with the struggles he faced with 
his own business – Sun Records, the record company 
that would change music forever.

     The New Sound

No other singer associated with Sam Phillips became more famous than Elvis Presley. Elvis first visited 
Sun Records in the summer of 1953. With Sam Phillips away for the day, Marion Keisker (Phillips’s office 
manager) assisted with the recording. The $3.98 recording session provided Elvis with a double-sided 
demo that included two songs, “My Happiness” and “That's When Your Heartaches Begin,” which 
Presley later gave to his mother as a belated birthday present. Impressed with what she heard. Keisker 
also produced a taped copy of Elvis’s session, which she later played for Phillips urging him to sign 
the singer. Phillips was also impressed with Presley, and so he formed a backup band for Elvis, which 
included rhythm guitarist Scotty Moore and bassist Bill Black. The band began to record their work at 

RESEARCH IDEA!
In groups of 4, research the early lives of the Million Dollar Quartet. 

•   Assign each member of the group one of the following artists: Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, and Jerry 

     Lee Lewis. Then using this guide and/or trusted online resources research the early lives of the artists prior to their fame. 

•   Write a letter (in-role) to Sam Phillips from the point of view of your assigned artist asking for an opportunity to audition  

     for Sun Records. Explain your lifestyle (using specific details from your research) and why you deserve a shot at stardom  

     in the music business.

•   Share your letter with the other members of your group.

•   As a group, create a list of commonalities and differences you found in the backgrounds of these four artists.

•   Share the list with the rest of the class and discuss, compare and contrast the findings of the various groups.

 UNDISCOVERED TALENT FROM 
THE SOUTH, WHICH INCLUDED 

BOTH BLACK AND WHITE 
ARTISTS
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Sun Records and during one of their early sessions, Phillips heard a distinct sound that convinced him 
to sign Presley. This early sound was worked into Presley’s first hit single, “That’s all Right, Mama.” 

Sam Phillips had finally found in Elvis Presley one of the qualities he had been searching for in an artist 
– a white singer who sounded black. Elvis recorded five records at Sun Records and his distinct style 
was an amalgam of various genres including country, blues, and gospel; this combination formed a 
very unique and previously unheard style of music. This sound, later termed “rockabilly” would greatly 
influence future Sun Record artists and have a formidable impact and lasting influence on music forever.  

In November 1955, Presley’s time at Sun Records came to an abrupt end. Phillips, who was experiencing 
major cash flow concerns including potential bankruptcy, knew that Presley – the new, rising star – could 
obtain for Sun Records a substantial sum of money that would help secure the studio’s future. That 
month, Phillips sold Presley’s contract to RCA (a larger label) for $35,000; RCA also paid $5,000 directly to 
20-year-old Presley. Over the next year, Presley’s career sky rocketed and included many groundbreaking 
successes such as “Heartbreak Hotel”; multiple network TV appearances, a featured spot on the Ed 
Sullivan Show; and starring roles in movies like Love Me Tender.

Before working with Presley, Phillips had already begun to employ a 
distinct recording technique that made his tracks sound like no others. 
Phillips discovered how to create a unique, raw sound combined with a 
distinct echo. By delaying the tape, Phillips produced a sound that had 
an exaggerated, echo effect, which became the trademark of rockabilly 
artists. To obtain the echo in the Elvis’s recordings, Phillips ran the 
tape through a second recorder head. When recording Presley, Phillips 
also pulled back Elvis’s vocals, blending it more with the instrumental 
performances. The Sun Records’ treatment of sound helped to develop 
the signature sound of the 1950s era. The rock ‘n’ roll sound of the 
1950s did not include special effects, nor did it use auto-tune and voice 
correct; it remained a natural, real-sounding American art form.

Phillips was no doubt an innovator and before meeting Jerry Lee Lewis – “The Killer” on the piano . 
Phillips had already been looking to expand rock ‘n’ roll’s instrumentation, when he listened to Lewis 

for the first time and realized he had found the right 
person to do just that.  “I had wanted to get off this 
guitar scene and show that it could be done with 
other instruments,” Phillips later said. “They put that 
tape on and I said, ‘Where in hell did this man come 
from?’ He played that piano with abandon.” 

In 1960, Phillips started to feature stereo recording: an upgrade not previously available. Before stereo, 
recordings, all Sun recordings were monaural using a single channel, whereas stereo recordings use 
two or more channels producing a more full stereophonic sound. In the recording studio, Phillips 
always wanted his artists to capture the right feel – rather than technical perfection when they 
performed. He wanted his musicians to successfully convey the feeling, emotion, and personality of 
the song to the listener.

     The Later Years

With Presley’s meteoric rise to stardom, all Phillips could do was sit and watch, but he didn’t seem 
to mind. Philips later said of selling Presley’s contract, “If I’ve been asked once, I’ve been asked a 
thousand times, did I regret it? No. I did not, I do not, and I never will.” 

SUN RECORDS
DEVELOPED THE

SIGNATURE
SOUND OF THE 1950'S
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Like Presley, many of the other artists Phillips discovered moved on to bigger studios once they found 
fame. As Sun Record artists left in favor of representation by bigger companies, Sun remained a regional 
label, which by the late 1960s, had very few new releases. Sun Records did not, unfortunately, achieve 
status as a national record label. The studio was restored in 1987 as Sun Studio where it continued as a 
recording label and became a tourist attraction. It remains a working studio today producing recordings 
for such artists as U2, John Mellencamp, Ringo Starr, Bonnie Raitt, Tom Petty, Def Leppard, Chris Isaak & 
Silvertone, and Wes Paul. In 2003, Sun Studio was officially recognized as a National Historic Landmark. 

     Rockabilly 

Definition: An early form of rock music originated by white performers in the American South, which later became 
known as rock ‘n’ roll. Rockabilly was popular from the mid-1950s to 1960, with a revival in the late 1970s – early 
1980s. Record reviewers coined the term rockabilly because it represented rock and roll played by hillbillies. This 
genre also adopted the intense, rhythm-driven musical style introduced by Elvis Presley on his first recordings. 

Evolving from several musical styles, rockabilly is considered America’s earliest form of rock ‘n’ roll. A 
fusion of blues, hillbilly, boogie, bluegrass, and country – rockabilly became its own distinct musical 
genre between the years of 1945 to 1954. The Delmore Brothers from North Alabama – who were two 
of the biggest stars in country music in the 1930s – have been noted as one of the earliest groups to 
experiment with the rockabilly sound. 

In their recordings, The Delmore Brothers experimented with a boogie beat and jazz rhythms while 
maintaining their country sound. Other up-and-coming singers of the era such as Hank Thompson and 
Webb Pierce began to feature the new beat. Singer/songwriter Hank Williams, and his honky-tonk 
style coupled with his use of steel guitar and acoustic bass, also had a significant influence on the 
rockabilly movement. 

ACTIVITY IDEA!
In groups of two, create lyrics for your own 1950s inspired song.

•   Listen to 2-3 songs from the soundtrack to Million Dollar Quartet and examine the songs’ lyrics considering the following:
-   What are the similarities and differences between the songs?
-   What is the main idea or message of each song? 
-   What emotions are expressed in each song?
-   What patterns can you identify in the lyrics? 
-   How is repetition used?
-   What literary or poetic devices are used?
-   What popular slang words are most commonly used?

•  Decide on a theme for your song. Popular themes of 1950s Rock music include: love/ relationships; poverty/ struggles of  
    the working man; dancing/ having fun. 

•  Individually, write your chosen theme on the top of a blank sheet of paper and free-write for 8 minutes anything that  
    comes to your mind regarding your selected theme.

•  Trade papers with your partner. Read what your partner has written and circle 3-4 terms or lines that you feel most  
    strongly represent the theme.

•  Jointly choose one of those circled terms to be the Title of your song. This title will also become the “hook” or chorus  
    that repeats throughout the song. 

•  Using the other circled lines, piece together the lyrics for your song, ending each verse with your chosen “hook” and  

    repeating the hook as a part of the chorus in between each verse.

•  Read you song lyrics aloud for the rest of the class.

*For extra credit: create a tune for your song and put your lyrics to music!
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While artists such as Carl Perkins were already singing in a hillbilly style similar to Hank Williams, 
the rockabilly style didn’t fully bloom until Sam Phillips and his studio added the final and important 
ingredient: rhythm and blues. The first artist that brought mass attention and international appeal to 
the new rockabilly sound was Carl Perkins with his hit song, “Blue Suede Shoes.” 

Rockabilly instrumentation incorporated a trio of bass fiddle, rhythm guitar, and piano. With the 
thought that the bass player could provide the percussive beat by plucking and slapping the strings, 
drums were not part of the rockabilly band. Because of the rockabilly movement, popular artists such 
as the Million Dollar Quarter (Perkins, Presley, Lewis, and Cash), Charlie Rich, Roy Orbison, Richie 
Valens, and Eddie Cochran became popular stars even after the popularity of rockabilly diminished. 
[Insert pics of period instrumentation: bass fiddle, rhythm guitar, and piano.  Could also include pics 
of rockabilly artists here.

       Rock ‘n’ Roll

The very outrageousness of its poses, the swaggering sexuality, the violence which the radio of the day 
laid at its door, its forbidden and corrupting influence – that was the unfailing attractiveness of rock ‘n’ 
roll. The hysteria of its terms, the absurdity of its appeal – Fats Domino bumping a piano offstage with 
his belly; Little Richard’s outlandish screams and ‘jungle rhythms’: Jerry Lee Lewis’ vocal gymnastics and 
theatrical virtuosity; Elvis’ very presence and Carl Perkins’ ‘Get off of my blues suede shoes’; with Chuck 
Berry all the while merrily warning, ‘Roll over Beethoven’ – how could we deny its entrance into our lives? 
The ease with which you could offend the adult world, the sanctimoniousness of public figures and the 
turnabout that came with success (‘Presley will never appear on my show,’ said Ed Sullivan, shortly before 
Elvis’ series of $50,000 appearances), above all the clear line of demarcation between us and them made 
it impossible for us to turn our backs and ignore this new phenomenon. So from the first we were hooked. 
We were addicts without even knowing it.    (Peter Guralnick, from Feel Like Going Home) 

Through the legendary rise of Elvis Presley and Jerry Lee Lewis as well as Little Richard, Chuck Berry 
and other first generation rock ‘n’ roll artists, rock ‘n’ roll steadily infiltrated the lives of American 
teenagers. This allowed the rock ‘n’ roll industry to become a multimillion dollar venture. By 1960, 
Elvis had sold more than $120,000,000 worth of records and merchandise. In 1957, Danny and the 
Juniors aptly recorded, “Rock ‘n’ Roll is Here to Stay.” Parents of the era feared this new sound and 
the actions associated with it.  Parents called rock ‘n’ roll “music of hoodlums,” “the devil’s music,” a 
chief cause of juvenile delinquency, and increased sexual promiscuity. In retrospect, rock ‘n’ roll was 
a harmless form of rebellion – its reputation for causing trouble was overly exaggerated. Rock ‘n’ roll 
provided a brand new target audience for record companies and the popularity of this new music 
and teenagers’ fascination with it resulted in soaring sales of 45-rpm singles, portable radios, and 
portable record players. Rock ‘n’ roll also became a primary reason for the revival of radio. Radio had 
experienced a significant decrease in popularity due to the recent increase in television ownership, 
programming, and popularity. Shows like The Ed Sullivan Show and Dick Clark’s American Bandstand 
grew in popularity introducing an impressionable nation to many new artists. As performers made TV 
appearances on a variety of shows and could be seen in living rooms nationwide, it had a great impact 
on teenagers, their families, and on industry sales. 
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Million Dollar Quartet: Musical Influences 

      

Teacher’s Tip: See p. 48-49 for complete list of definitions for the music genres associated with Million 
Dollar Quartet.

Other artists who influenced the Million Dollar Quartet 

Spirituals ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Field Hollers ✓
Delta Blues ✓

Gospel ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
Big Band/Swing ✓

Bluegrass ✓ ✓ ✓
Country/Western ✓ ✓ ✓
Rhythm & Blues ✓ ✓ ✓

Carl Perkins Johnny Cash Jerry Lee Lewis Elvis Presley

Johnny Cash:  Roy Acuff, Eddie Hill, Ernest Tubb, and Hank Williams

Jerry Lee Lewis: Roy Hal, Sticks McGhee, Moon Mullican, Jimmie Rodgers, Sunnyland Slim, 
Hank Williams 

Carl Perkins: Roy Acuff, Red Foley, Eddie Hill, Bill Monroe, Les Paul, Jimmie Rodgers, and 
John Westbrook

Elvis Presley:  Freddy Bell & the Bell Boys (Hound Dog), Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup, Ted 
Daffan, Bo Diddley, Jimmy Davis, Red Foley, Jake Hess, B.B. King, Dean Martin, Jimmie 
Rodgers, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Rufus Thomas, The Ink Spots, Hank Snow, and Bob Wills

31World of the Musical - Rock 'n' Roll: Birth of a New Sound
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POSTSCRIPT: 
DECEMBER 4, 1956

Just over a year after he left Sun [Records], Elvis Presley returned one early winter afternoon. A Carl 
Perkins session was winding down, and Jerry Lee Lewis – just settled in town – was trying to earn some 
spending money playing backup piano.

Presley listened to the playbacks of the session and pronounced the results to be good. Then, inevitably, 
they started singing and playing together. Lewis was the only outsider, by virtue of his recent arrival – 
but, typically, he ensured that he wasn’t overlooked. He made a point of auditioning his first single for 
Presley, who declared to the Press Scimitar’s Robert Jonson. “That boy can go. He has a different style 
and the way he plays piano just gets inside of me.” 

Very soon the control room and the studio began to fill up. Phillips had called Johnson, sensing that 
there might be a story and a photo opportunity. With that in mind, he also called Johnny Cash, who 
dutifully came over to the studio. Another Sun artist, Smokey Joe Baugh, came by, and songwriter 
Charles Underwood contributed his acoustic guitar and his harmony vocals. Perkins’ brothers, Jay and 
Clayton, hung around for a while. Other came and went.

“If Sam Phillips had been on his toes, he’d have turned the recorder on when that very unrehearsed 
but talented bunch got to cutting up,” wrote Johnson the following day. As Johnson probably knew, 
that was precisely what Phillips had done. Using the microphone placements from the Perkins session, 
Philips did a rough mix through the board, punched the record button, then joined the melee on the 
studio floor. He was in his element, holding court and trying to convince Presley to record “When It 
Rains It Really Pours,” on which he held the publishing rights.

Cash left almost immediately after the photo session, but Presley, Lewis, and Perkins sang for an hour 
or two. They stayed on familiar ground: country, gospel, and the hits of the day were on the menu. 
Feeling, no doubt, that he had returned home – far from the callousness of the northern media and 
the tawdry Vegas glitz – Presley let his true musical soul come up for air. That afternoon, he sang an 
eclectic mix of material, including Chuck Berry’s “Brown-Eyed Handsome Man,” “The Five Keys’ “Out 
of Sight, Out of Mind,” Ernest Bill Monroe songs, and a host of gospel favorites. He did impersonations, 

32

DISCUSSION IDEA!
In groups of 3 or 4, discuss the historical signifigance of the Million Dollar Quartet. 

•   Read the following excerpt below from Good Rockin’ Tonight by Colin Escott with Martin Hawkins.

•   Discuss and record your responses to the following questions: 

         -  What was so exciting to music fans about Cash, Lewis, Perkins, and Presley jamming together?

         -  Why was it significant that this impromptu session happened at Sun Records?

         -  What do you learn about Sam Phillips based on his actions surrounding this recording session?

         -  As the biggest star in the room, how did Elvis Presley interact with the other musicians?

         -  What does Presley’s observation of Jackie Wilson’s version of Elvis’s song “Don’t Be Cruel” tell you?

         -  Why are the recordings of the Million Dollar Quartet remembered? What does this author believe they reveal?

         -  As a class, share, compare, and contrast each group’s answers to one or two of the above discussion questions.
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tried out new tunes, sang the harmony on “Softly and Tenderly” to Lewis’s lead, and left the hillbilly 
edges intact on his voice.

With the exception of a few stage-managed moments during the 1968 comeback special, the session 
represents the only time we catch Elvis talking unguardedly about music. The studio floor must have 
been crowded: the drums and piano, the Perkins band, Presley’s girlfriend of the season – Marilyn 
Evans – as well as Joe Baugh, Charles Underwood, and some hangers-on. The terminally withdrawn kid 
was not the center of attention, talking about Vegas and an R&B act he had caught there:

 I heard this guy in Las Vegas – Billy Ward and his Dominoes. There’s a guy out there who’s 

doin’ a take-off on me – ‘Don’t Be Cruel.’ He tried so hard, till he got much better, boy – much better 

than that record of mine.

 He was real slender – he was a colored guy – he got up there an’ he said…” And Elvis leapt 

into an imitation of this other singer’s version of his song, carefully mimicking every changed inflec-

tion, every turn of his performance.

 He had it a little slower than me. …He got the backin’, the whole quartet. They got the 

feelin’ on in. …Grabbed that microphone, went down to the last note, went all the way down to the 

floor, man, lookin’ straight up at the ceiling. Man, he cut me – I was under the table when he got 

through singin’. …He had already done ‘Hound Dog’ an’ another one or two, and he didn’t do too 

well, y’know, he was tryin’ too hard. But he hit that ‘Don’t Be Cruel’ and he was tryin’ so hard till he 

got better, boy, Wooh! Man, he sang that song. That quartet standin’ in the background, y’know – 

BA-DOMP, BA-DOMP. And he was out there cuttin’ it, man, had all’m goin’ way up in the air.

 I went back four nights straight and heard that guy do that. Man, he sung hell outta that 

song, and I was under the table lookin’ at him. Git him off! Git him off!

Although Presley probably didn’t know it, the singer he was watching must have been Jackie Wilson, 
then the lead singer with Billy Ward’s Dominoes. 

After the Christmas break, Presley went out to Hollywood to cut some sessions for RCA. In January 
1957 he recorded four of the songs from the December jam session – “Blueberry Hill” (reported by 
Johnson as having been sung, but as yet undiscovered on tape), “Peace in the Valley,” “Is It So Strange,” 
and “That’s When Your Heartaches Begin” (one of the first songs he had recorded for Sam Phillips 
almost three years earlier). In February he recorded “When It Rains It Really Pours.”

Toward the end of his life, in an effort to get Presley to record something – anything – RCA brought 
truckloads of recording equipment into Graceland. Twenty years earlier, though, Presley had needed 
no encouragement to pick and sing all night. “That’s why I hate to get started in these jam sessions,” 
he says on the tapes, “I’m always the last one to leave.” The surviving tapes from the “Million Dollar 
Quartet” session (as it was dubbed by Robert Johnson in his feature the following day) hold some of 
Presley’s least-guarded moments on record. The tapes also say more about the origins of rock ‘n’ roll 
than a thousand treatises. Presley is loose, effortlessly in command, unself-consciously blending a host 
of musical disciplines in what amounts to a primer on the creation of Rock ‘n’ Roll. 

– Colin Escott with Martin Hawkins from Good Rockin’ Tonight, p. 86 – 89
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     TEACHER’S LESSON PLAN: CULTURAL IMAGES OF THE 1950’S

Time: 50 min. lesson (plus out-of-class time for student research and preparation of a written response)

Focus Question: Why was Rock 'n' Roll so popular among teenagers and so controversial among 
adults in the 1950s and what insights does this give us to the culture of the 1950s?

Learning Goals:
1.  Students will examine 1950s rock and roll music as an authentic American art form.
2.  Students will identify controversial elements of the 1950s Rock 'n' Roll and analyze its popularity  
      among the teenage counter culture in the 1950s.
3.  Students will research the history of Rock 'n' Roll and its influence on modern music.

Assessment Strategies:

1.  During small group time, teacher will note which groups engaged in thoughtful discussion and which  
     students effectively participated and collaborated with their group members.
2. Teacher will collect the written responses from each of the students to be assessed for student’s  
     ability to articulate a persuasive and logical argument based on the evidence provided. 
3. Teachers will analyze homework assignments to assess the quality of students’ research skills. 

Prior Knowledge: Students should have some knowledge of the context American history and culture 
in the 1950s. If students have no prior knowledge of this time period, the supplementary reading material 
included in this guide for theme 1 (Rock ‘n’ Retro) may serve as an introduction to 1950s culture. 

National Learning Standards: (For complete National Standards information, see pages 2-3 of this guide)
• NCTE / IRA Standards for the English Language Arts # 4: Students adjust their use of spoken, writ-

ten, and visual language to communicate with a variety of audiences and for different purposes.
• National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies # 5: Study of interactions among groups, and 

institutions.
• The National Standards for Arts Education - Theater Standards # 8: Understanding context by 

analyzing the role of theatre, film, television, and music in the community and in other cultures.

Materials: 

•   Copies of the attached lyrics and 1950s articles handouts (one for every student)

Procedure:

Opening Activity:

1.  Split the class into small groups of 3-5, and distribute copies of the lyrics to Elvis Presley’s “Hound 
Dog” and Jerry Lee Lewis’s “Real Wild Child” to each group. 

2.  Play the two songs aloud for the class (Teacher’s Tip: both songs are included on the Million Dollar 
Quartet original Broadway cast recording). Direct the groups to discuss and record their responses to 
the following questions:
          •   What is the main idea and what emotions are expressed in each song? 
          •   What similarities and differences do you observe between the two songs?
          •   Describe the musical elements such as the instruments, vocal style, melody, rhythm, etc.
          •   What elements of these songs can you identify that may have been influenced by or have  
               influenced other genres of music.

3.  Have each group briefly summarize their responses to the class. As students respond, create a list 
on the board of terms that have been used to describe the two songs. If a term is used more than 
once, add a checkmark next to it to demonstrate which terms were used most often. 
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Main Activity:

1.  Hand out copies of the attached 1950s articles to each student. Ask students to read the articles 
considering the following questions:
          a.   What reasons are cited for why Rock & Roll concerts should and should not be banned? 
          b.   Who is generally in favor of Rock & Roll and who is generally opposed?

2.  Assign each student one of the following roles: A 1950s teenager, a music producer, a concerned 
parent, or a conservative government official. Writing from the perspective of their character, students 
should write a short “Letter to the Editor” as if it were 1956, expressing their character’s opinion as to 
whether Rock & Roll concerts should be held in their town. 

3.  In groups of 3-5, students should read their letters aloud to the other members of their group. 
Once a student has read, he or she may answer questions posed by the other members of the group 
speaking from the point of view of their assigned characters. 

4.  Once all the students have gone, each group should elect the member who they feel has created 
the strongest argument to represent their group in front of the rest of the class. 

5.  Explain to the class that they are now townspeople taking part in a “town hall” meeting, with the 
teacher assuming the role of the town mayor presiding over the meeting. For this in-role activity, the 
representatives from each group should come to the front of the class to take their positions for a 
formal debate. (Teacher’s Tip: Ensure that all four sides of the argument are included by asking for 
additional volunteers to represent the positions of any omitted characters). 

Closing Activity:

1.  As a class, consider/ discuss the following questions: 
          •   What insights into 1950s culture can be gained from examining the history of Rock 'n' Roll?
          •   Why was Rock 'n' Roll popular among teenagers and controversial among adults 
               in the 1950s? 
          •   Can you find any similarities between the way Rock 'n' Roll was viewed in the 1950s and the  
               way hip-hop, rap, or other music is viewed today? 
          •   What are some contemporary examples of artists who are popular but controversial? How  
               do these artists compare to the Rock 'n' Roll artists of the 1950s?

Further Research: 

1.  For homework, ask students to research the history of Rock 'n' Roll using this study guide and/or 
trusted online sources to provide written responses to the following questions:
          a.  Who were the key players in the development of Rock 'n' Roll in the 1950s?
          b.  What other genres of music influenced Rock 'n' Roll artists in the 1950s and how did Rock &            
               Roll develop from these influences?
          c.  How has Rock 'n' Roll evolved since the 1950s and influenced music today?

2.  Choose one of your favorite modern day musical groups or artists. What types of music or artists 
influenced that musical style? Researching farther, can you trace the influences of that modern day 
artist or group back to music from the 1950s or beyond?

2.  Create a chart showing how 1950s Rock 'n' Roll has influenced the music of future generations.

World of the Musical - Rock 'n' Roll: Birth of a New Sound
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ROCK ‘N’ RACE: IN BLACK & WHITE
In the 1950s, at the time when the Million Dollar Quartet joined forces, the United States of America was 
not as progressive as it is today with matters such as civil rights. The nation, particularly the South, did 
not support equal rights for all people. Almost 50 percent of white Americans were earning middle class 
wages, while less than one-fifth of the country’s 15,000,000 African-Americans were able to achieve the 
same socio-economic status. 

Sam Phillips, record producer and owner of Sun Records, grew up listening to and loving African-American 
music. He was drawn to and appreciated the black sound – its expressive and emotional qualities. Phillips 
became committed to the plight of black Americans: the social injustices inflicted upon blacks due to the 
deep-rooted racism that was prevalent in the South. He became known as the producer who recorded and 
supported black musicians. Phillips treated black and white musicians equally, with dignity, and respect. 
In 1951, Phillips recorded “Rocket 88” by the Delta Cats, led by lead singer Jackie Brenston, and it became 
Phillips’s first major hit. “Rocket 88” is considered by many, including music historians, to be the first-ever 
rock ‘n’ roll song. In fact, it was the success of “Rocket 88” that led Phillips to begin his own recording label. 

In 1953, Phillips released 18 records on Sun – all of which were recorded by black artists. The records 
included, for the most part, blues songs along with some early rock ‘n’ roll and boogie-woogie tunes. 
Several of the songs became hits on the R&B charts, but Phillips knew he needed a larger audience in 
order to succeed on a wider scale. He believed that lingering racism, not musical appeal was holding back 
the breakout and mainstream success of early rock ‘n’ roll.  “The base wasn’t broad enough because of 
racial prejudice,” he said. “So I knew what I had to do to broaden the base of acceptance.”

Marion Keisker, Sun Record’s office manager, said: “Over and over I remember Sam saying, ‘If I could find 
a white man who had the Negro sound and the Negro feel, I could make a billion dollars.’” 
Phillips understood the soulful power of black music, but as a white man in the 1950s, he knew that racial 
prejudice was still prevalent. To achieve the mainstream success that Phillips wanted, he needed, as Colin 
Escott (music historian and Million Dollar Quartet writer) stated, “a white artist who could bring the feel 
of black music to white kids who were too hidebound by racial intolerance to accept the real thing.” Sam 
Phillips finally found what he was looking for in Elvis Presley – a white singer who sounded black.

 “My aim was to try and record the blues and other music I liked and to prove whether I was right or wrong 
about this music,” Phillips said. “I knew, or I felt I knew, that there was a bigger audience for blues than 
just black men of the mid-South.”  
            

DISCUSSION IDEA!
In groups of 4, discuss the effects race has had on the music industry: 

•   What role did race play in the development of Rock 'n' Roll in the 1950s?

•   What effects did race have on popularity of musical artists and their success?

•   Why were white artists required to bring Rock 'n' Roll into mainstream popular culture?

•   How does race fit into the music industry today?

•   Do you see modern-day white artists performing African-American styles of music? Does this create any tensions  

     between artists or within society?

•   With the class, share, compare, and contrast your group’s answers to one or two of the above discussion questions.

Theme 3
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              The Civil Rights Movement
Despite the 1954 Brown vs. Board of Education landmark decision against school segregation and a 
growing civil rights movement in the South, America’s black population was still living under a system of 
Jim Crow laws (1876-1965), which supported state and local rulings of “separate but equal” status and 
limited opportunity for black Americans. The civil rights movement of the 1950s became the seed for 
change that helped to significantly advance racial equality in the 1960s and ‘70s.  

President Harry S. Truman’s stand on civil rights was an important issue in his 1948 reelection campaign. 
During his first term in 1946, Truman was urged by African-American civil rights groups to act against 
segregation and discrimination, for example, lynching in the South and denying African Americans the 
right to vote. In 1948, Truman banned racial discrimination in the military and in federal jobs. In response 
to this ban, Southern Democrats formed their own party – a party that supported racial segregation – to 
run against Truman in the 1948 election, but despite these obstacles, Truman went on to win another 
term in office as President.

In the 1950s, black Americans began a more proactive movement to end discrimination. Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. became an iconic figure as a leader of the civil rights movement by promoting the use of 
nonviolent resistance to diffuse all forms of racial discrimination until his assassination in 1968. The work 
of Dr. King and other important leaders of the civil rights movement led to the Supreme Court decision 
to desegregate schools and transportation systems and to President Dwight Eisenhower signing the 1957 
Civil Rights Act, which made it a federal crime to stop a qualified person from voting.

      1950s Civil Rights Timeline
 1947  -   First Freedom Ride organized by the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE).
 1954  -   U.S. Supreme Court declares school segregation unconstitutional in Brown vs. Board  
                               of Education of Topeka ruling.
 1955  -  Rosa Parks refuses to move to the back of a Montgomery, Alabama, bus as required  
                by city ordinance and is arrested. A boycott follows and bus segregation ordinance is
                              declared unconstitutional. 
            -  Federal Interstate Commerce Commission bans segregation on interstate trains and buses.
 1956 -  Coalition of Southern congressmen calls for massive resistance to Supreme Court 
                              desegregation rulings.
 1957 -   Arkansas Gov. Orval Rubus uses National Guard to block nine black students from 
                              attending a Little Rock High School; following a court order, President Eisenhower  
                              sends in federal troops to ensure compliance.
           -  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. leads the Montgomery, Alabama bus boycott.
 1960 -  Four black college students begin sit-ins at lunch counter of a Greensboro, North  
              Carolina, restaurant where black patrons are not served.
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      Black Power

The Civil Rights Act of 1964 prevented discrimination in employment and public accommodations, and 
gave the Justice Department the authority to enforce school desegregation.

The Voting Rights Act of 1965 helped to establish over half of all eligible African Americans in the South 
to vote by 1968. Many African Americans began to feel that violence and self-defense would be more 
effective as opposed to King’s peaceful approach. In the 1960s, the ‘‘Black Power’’ movement began, 
incorporating aggressive tactics aimed at increasing African Americans’ economic and political power and 
advocating complete separation from white society.

From 1948 to 1973, the civil rights movement gained considerable momentum and includes some of its 
most important developments. 

DISCUSSION IDEA!
In two teams, race to complete an alphabet relay on the theme of Civil Rights. 

•   Each team will write the letters of the alphabet in a vertical line descending down the board or on a large piece of paper. 

•   Each team forms a line in front of their alphabet with the person at the front of each line holding a writing utensil. 

•   The two teams will need to race to complete the alphabet relay by being the first team to come up with a word or phrase  
     that accurately portrays the theme of Civil Rights for each letter of the alphabet.

•   After calling go, the person at the front of each line should go to the board and write his/her chosen word or term for  
     the first letter (“A”) then go to the back of the line. The next person in line would then continue with the next letter  
     (“B”), and so on.

•   A different word or term must be used for each letter of the alphabet and the word or term must begin with the letter  
     assigned. Articles such as “a” and “the” can be omitted.

•   A team may help one of their teammates if s/he gets stuck by calling out possible choices – but be careful – the other  
     team can steal your answers if you say them out loud! 

•   The first team to finish all 26 letters wins!

•   As a class review the terms you came up. Were any terms used by both teams? Were there any surprises? Are there any  
    words or terms that are unfamiliar to any members of the class? 

World of the Pla y - Rock 'n' Race: In Black & White38

LINGERING RACISM,

NOT MUSICAL APPEAL
WAS HOLDING BACK THE SUCCESS OF 

EARLY ROCK ‘N’ ROLL



WO
RL

D O
F T

HE
 MU

SIC
AL

     TEACHER’S LESSON PLAN: EXAMINING THE ROLE OF RACE IN  
                                                   DEVELOPMENT OF ROCK ‘N’ ROLL
Time: 50 min. lesson (plus out-of-class time for student research and preparation of a written response)

Focus Question: How did racial tensions in the 1950s effect the development of Rock and Roll and 
what evidence of this can we see in the music industry today?

Learning Goals:
1.  Students will identify elements of racism in 1950s popular culture as evidenced by the treatment  
     of African Americans in the music industry. 
2.  Students will debate the morality of recording white musicians covering the songs of black  
     American artists as a way to popularize Rock and Roll among mainstream society.
3.  Students will compare and contrast the role of race in the music industry in the 1950s and today.

Assessment Strategies:

1. During small group time, teacher will note which groups engaged in thoughtful discussion and  
     which students effectively participated and collaborated with their group members.
2. Teacher will observe students during the main activity and note which students carefully considered  
     their decisions and effectively negotiated their positions on the line with the other members of the class. 
3.  Students will compare and contrast the role of race in the music industry in the 1950s and today. 

Prior Knowledge: Students should have some knowledge of the context American history and 
culture in the 1950s. If students have no prior knowledge of this time period, the supplementary 
reading material and Rock ‘n’ Retro lesson and Rock ‘n’ Roll lesson plans included in this guide may 
serve as an introduction to 1950s culture. 

National Learning Standards: (For complete National Standards information, see pages 2-3 of this guide)
• NCTE / IRA Standards for the English Language Arts # 12: Students use spoken, written, 

and visual language for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information.
• National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies # 1: Individuals, Groups, and Institutions.
• The National Standards for Arts Education - Theater Standards # 1: Creation of improvisations and 

scripted scenes based on personal experience and heritage, imagination, literature, and history.

Materials: Recordings of the song “Big Boss Man” as sung by Jimmy Reed and Elvis Presley and an 
audio player.

Procedure:

Opening Activity:

1.  Without revealing the name of the artist, play the song “Big Boss Man” sung by Jimmy Reed for the 
class. Ask the students to write a brief response as they listen, jotting down anything that comes to 
mind regarding the style of the song. 

2.  Next listen to the same song as covered by Elvis Presley, again without telling the students the 
name of the artist. Ask the students to write a brief response as they listen, jotting down anything that 
comes to mind regarding the style of the song.

3.  Discuss the differences in the approach to the two songs. Ask students to share a few lines from the 
responses they wrote for the two songs and keep a running list on the board of the key terms used to 
describe each version of the song.

4.  Tell the students the names of each of the musicians and provide a brief description of each one. A 
brief description for Jimmy Reed is below.
5.  Ask the students if knowing who the artists were changes their prospective on the song at all. 
How might knowing the race of the two artists have affected how the songs were received by various 
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communities in the 1950s and 1960s? Why might it have been a popular practice in the 1950s and 60s 
to have white artists produce songs written and performed by African Americans?

Main Activity:

1.  In small groups of 3-4, have students read and respond to the following quote from Sam Phillips’s 
character in Million Dollar Quartet: “See the kids didn’t want to listen to their mom and dad’s music 
anymore, but there just wasn’t nuthin’ else. Late at night, white kids like Elvis here would sneak off 
and listen to them Negro radio stations. But there was no way they’d actually get caught goin’ into a 
store and buyin’ them kind of records. So I’m thinking’ “How would it be if I could find me a white kid 
who could light a fire under a song like the great negro singers?” Come to find out – I’d found one.”
 a.  What is the scenario described in this quote?
 b.  Why did the kids described in this scenario sneak off to listen to Negro radio stations, but  
                     not want to get caught buying “them kind of records”?
 c.  Based on this quote, how would you describe the character of Sam Phillips?
2.  Have the groups share, discuss, compare, and contrast their responses with the rest of the class.
3.  Ask the students to imagine that it is 1955 and they are Sam Phillips – the music producer. An African 
American musician, who is well known in the Negro community, but not in the mainstream white com-
munity, comes to you with a new song he’d like to record. You now are faced with the decision: should you 
produce the song as sung by its original author knowing that it won’t be profitable among the white com-
munity, or should you take the song to record it with your new up-and-coming white artist, Elvis Presley? 
4.  Designate one side of the classroom as one extreme representing students who believe that Sam 
Phillips should definitely record the song sung by its original author; while the other side of the room 
represents students who believe that Sam Phillips should definitely record the song with Elvis Presley. 
5.  Ask students to stand in a line, based on where they fall on the spectrum of this decision. Students 
may stand anywhere between the two extremes, but in the end they must form a single file line from 
one side of the room to the other. Students will have to discuss/negotiate their opinions with their 
fellow classmates to determine where on the spectrum they belong.
6.  Ask students to share the reasoning behind were they stood on the spectrum. Do you feel you 
ended up in the right spot in the line? Why or why not? For the students who felt that Sam Phillips 
should record the song with the original artist, do you think he should try to promote this song among 
white audiences or just within the black community? 
7.  How might this situation be different if the song were being produced today rather than in the 
1950s? Ask students to adjust their position on the line according to whether they feel a music pro-
ducer like Sam Phillips would (not should) be more likely to produce a song if it were recorded by a 
white artist rather than an African American artist.

8.  Again, ask students to explain the reasoning for where they stood on the line.

Closing Activity:
1.  As a class, consider/ discuss the following questions:
           •  What effects did race have on popularity of musical artists and their success in the 1950s? 
           •  How has the role that race played in the music industry changed over the years from 1950 to today?
           •  How does race fit into the music industry today? Do you see modern-day white artists per- 
               forming African-American styles of music? Does this create any tensions between artists or 
               within society?

Further Research: 
1.  For homework, ask students to research one prominent figure from the civil rights movement using 
this study guide and/or trusted online sources.
2.  Find and read 2-3 speeches, articles, letters, interviews, etc. written by your chosen historical figure. 
3.  In-role (from the point of view of that person as if it were the 1950s), write a 1-2 page journal entry 
explaining whether it is important that African American musicians be able to record and promote 
their music for white communities. Why or why not? Use excerpts from the documents you found in 
your research to provide evidence of that person’s viewpoint. 
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     TEACHER’S LESSON PLAN: POST SHOW

Time: 50 min. lesson (plus out-of-class time for student research and preparation of a written response)

Focus Question: What are the relationships between the characters in Million Dollar Quartet?

Learning Goals:
1.  Students will reflect on the characters and events in Million Dollar Quartet.
2.  Students will evaluate the relationships that exist between the characters.
3.  Students will articulate their opinions in oral and written responses. 

Assessment Strategies:
1.  During small group time, teacher will note which groups engaged in thoughtful discussion and 
which students effectively participated and collaborated with their group members.
2.  Teacher will collect the written responses from the students to be assessed for students’ ability to 
understand the relationships portrayed in the play and articulate their opinions.
3.  Teachers will analyze homework assignments to assess the quality of students’ research skills and 
the level of creativity and thought put into their written responses.

Prior Knowledge: Students should have viewed a performance of Million Dollar Quartet. It would 
also be helpful for students to have participated in 1-2 of the pre-show lesson activities outlined in this 
guide as an introduction to the World of the Musical and its themes prior to viewing the performance. 

National Learning Standards: (For complete National Standards information, see pages 2-3 of this guide)
• NCTE / IRA Standards for the English Language Arts # 5: Students use different writing process 

elements to communicate with different audiences for a variety of purposes. 
• National Curriculum Standards for Social Studies # 4: Individual, Development and Identity.
• The National Standards for Arts Education - Theater Standards # 2: Developing basic acting skills 

to portray characters who interact in improvised and scripted scenes. 

Materials: Copies of the attached Million Dollar Quartet Quotes handouts (one for every 3-4 students)

Procedure:

Opening Activity:
1.  Split the class into small groups of 3-5, and distribute copies of the Million Dollar Quartet handout 
with quotes to each group. 
2.  Direct each group to select three of the quotes and discuss and record their responses to the fol-
lowing questions for each of the quotes they have chosen.
           •  When in musical did this take place and why is this quotation significant to the play?
           •  Who said this and to whom? What does this quotation tell you about the speaker and the  
               relationship between the characters?  
           •  What does this quotation reveal about 1950s culture?
3.  Have the groups share, compare, and contrast their responses with the rest of the class.

Main Activity:
1.  Ask each student to choose one of the six main characters of Million Dollar Quartet: Sam Phillips, 
Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, or Dyanne. 
2.  Writing in-role (from the point of view of that character), describe the events of the night that 
the Million Dollar Quartet played together at Sun Records as if the night has just ended. Be sure to 
address each of the following guiding questions:
          •  What was your character’s life like before Sun Records? 
          •  What was your goal in going to Sun Records tonight? Did you accomplish that goal? 
              Why or why not?
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          •  What was the emotional atmosphere between the artists gathered at Sun Records tonight? 
Did any tensions exist among the characters? What are your feelings towards Sam Phillips?
            •  Who would you say was the most powerful figure in the room? Who had the least amount 
                of power? Did that change over the course of the evening? 
            •  When Cash revealed that he was leaving for RCA, how did that affect the mood in the room?
            •  Do you have any regrets, both in terms of the way the evening transpired and/or in the way  
                 your career has transpired? What might you change if you could?
3.  Pair each student up with someone who has chosen to write from the point of view of a different 
character. Ask them to share and compare their answers to the above questions. 
           •  On what points would your characters agree? On what might they disagree? 
           •  What is the relationship between your two characters? Do any tensions exist?
4.  Ask students to work together to write a short dialogue between their two characters reflecting 
on the events of the evening and addressing their answers to the questions above.
5.  Have each pair read their dialogue for the rest of the class. 

Closing Activity:
1.  As a class, reflect on what you’ve heard in the dialogues the students have created and discuss 
the following questions:
           •  Which characters made for the most interesting pairings?
           • Were any characters left out? Why do you think that is the case? What might their point of   
                view have added to the discussion? 
           • What tensions did you observe among the characters?
           • Which characters had the most power in the conversation? Which had the least?
           • What do you learn about the lives of these characters before Sun Records? How does their  
                background help to explain the motivations for their actions?

Further Research: 
1.  For homework, ask students to further research the characters in Million Dollar Quartet using this 
study guide and/or trusted online sources and complete the following writing assignments: 
            a) Create an epilogue to Million Dollar Quartet that explains what happened to all of the char  
                 acters in the musical (e.g., Sam Phillips, Elvis Presley, Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, and Jerry  
                 Lee Lewis).
           b) Imagine your own modern-day ‘Million Dollar Quartet’:
           •  If you could bring together any four modern artists, who would they be and why?
           •  What do the artists you’ve chosen have in common with the characters from the original  
               Million Dollar Quartet? Which artist would represent Elvis? Jerry Lee Lewis? Johnny Cash?  
               Carl Perkins?  Why? Use specific details from the research you conducted on the artists from  
               Million Dollar Quartet to support your reasoning behind these comparisons.
           •  If your four artists got together, what would that event be like? What kind of music would  
               they play? How would the artists get along with one another? Where would it take place?
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MILLION DOLLAR QUARTET
QUOTATIONS

“Comin’ up on the holidays last year, it was 
lookin’ like I couldn’t even buy presents 

for my wife, Becky, and my two boys. Ever’one 
in New Yok and Los Angeles was sayin’ this rock 
‘n’ roll music it ain’t never gonna catch on. But 
we showed ‘em didn’t we? That Ed Sullivan told 
the newspapers he’d never have Elvis on his 
show and, shortly thereafter, by God there’s Elvis 
Presley on “The Ed Sullivan Show!”

- SAM PHILLIPS

“Chuck [Berry] told me he wrote [that song] 
as “Brown Skinned Handsome Man”. They 

made him change it.”
– ELVIS PRESLEY

“See, the kids didn’t want to listen to their 
mom and dad’s music anymore, but there 

just wasn’t nuthin’ else. Late at night, white kids 
like Elvis here would sneak off and listen to them 
Negro radio stations. But there was no way they’d 
actually get caught goin’ into a store and buyin’ 
them kind of records. So I’m thinkin’, “How would 
it be if I could find me a white kid who could light 
a fire under a song like the great negro singers?” 
Come to find out – I’d found one.” 

- SAM PHILLIPS

“I don’t know that I ever come right out and 
said this, but if it wasn’t for Mistuh Phillips 

here, I’d still be drivin’ a truck. He seen somethin’ 
I never seen in myself. I come in here tryin to sing 
them ol’ Dean Martin Songs…”

- ELVIS PRESLEY 

“Elvis, son, I don’t record singers, I record 
souls. I can tell without askin’ you’re up 

from Mississippi. I can tell you and your folks are 
good people, but you ain’t never had nothing. I 
can tell the other kids looked down on you. Look 
me in the eye boy…can you play that git-tar and 
let me hear some a‘THAT? I wanna hear your soul 
boy.” 

- SAM PHILLIPS

“Now I know them other record companies 
have been sniffing around [Johnny] and 

sayin’ “What can a little label like Sun Records do 
for you?” Well, I made him a star while they all 
stood by laughin’ at me. John knows what I done 
for him. He knows the hour upon hour I spend 
with him, teachin’ him to believe in JOHNNY CASH. 
Givin’ him the courage to not sound like ever’one 
else. And John’s been mighty grateful for all the 
good things I brought his way. So tonight I’m tyin’ 
him up with a three year contract extension, then 
all the rest of ‘em can go to HELL!”

- SAM PHILLIPS

“Just about a year ago, I was flat-on-my 
assbroke, and RCA Victor’s talking to me 

about buyin’ Elvis “Sure, I tell em’, you can have 
him for $40,000,” “They say, we could fix the 
world series for less than that!”  Then here comes 
this honkin’ big check from RCA Victor and Elvis – 
is gone. Six months later, ever’one’s tellin’ me I’m 
the king of Fools”…But Sun couldn’t have made 
it to the spring of ’56 without that check. Paid all 
my bills, bought me a radio station and quite a 
bit of stock in a little business that started up just 
down the street called – Holiday Inn. If I was a 
fool, I was a happy fool.”

- SAM PHILLIPS
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Resort Bans Rock ‘n’ Roll  

Los Angeles Times; Jul 12 1956 

TOO HOT 

Resort Bans 

Rock ‘n’ Roll 

to Curb Riots 

ASBURY PARK, N.J. July 11th 

- Asbury Park clamped a 

ban on all rock ‘n’ roll 

music today to prevent 

teen-age riots such as 

rocked this resort 

community June 30. 

 Acting Mayor Roland 

J Hines said the ban also 

will affect future rock 

‘n’ roll concerts 

scheduled earlier “and to 

the rest of this hot music 

that seems to stir the 

kids up so much.” 

 Cites Other Rioting 

 Hines said recent 

rock ‘n’ roll rioting in 

San Jose, Cal. and Jersey 

City’s ban on the music 

supported his decision to 

prohibit it. 

Rioting broke out during a 

rock ‘n’ roll dance at 

Convention Hall here June 

30 and spilled onto the 

boardwalk and a nearby 

street crowded with week-

end vacationers. Police 

from 12 surrounding 

communities finally 

quelled the struggle and 

mass arrests were made. 

 Jersey City’s Mayor 

Bernard J. Berry, and the 

City Commission Monday 

banned a rock ‘n’ roll 

concert scheduled for 

Friday night at Roosevelt 

Stadium. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MUSIC HATH HARMS 

Los Angeles Times; Aug 31 1956 

MUSIC HATH HARMS 

Teen-Age Dance 

Ban to Curb 

Rock ‘n’ Roll 

VENTURA, Aug 30th – Police 

are cracking down on rock 

‘n’ roll dances by 

enforcing a city ordinance 

prohibiting teen-agers 

from public dances, 

according to Sgt. Robert 

Krupp, Ventura juvenile 

officer. 

 Speaking at a 

meeting of the Ventura 

County Juvenile Officers 

Association, Krupp said 

that policing rock ‘n’ 

roll dances has become a 

serious problem and that 

other areas of the country 

may face the problem as a 

result of Ventura’s 

crackdown. 

 Sponsored Dances 

 “Many of the young 

people we have been 

arresting come from other 

parts of the county,” he 

said. “The city is going 

to sponsor dances for 

teen-agers at the 

Recreation Center, which 

is reserved for the use of 

Venturans and the others 

will have to go elsewhere.  

 His comment came 

after officers of other 

parts of the county said 

they faced no such 

problems and questioned 

the influences of rock ‘n’ 

roll music on delinquent 

tendencies. 

 New Problem 

 He said he was not 

opposed to rock ‘n’ roll, 

but “until it came to 

town, we never had the 

problem.” He said one 

officer could be assigned 

to the recreation center, 

while as many as 12 

officers have had to be 

assigned to a rock ‘n’ 

roll dance.  

 He said the problem 

arises from “mixing teen-

agers with adults and 

alcohol,” where older 

people exert immoral 

influences on the young.

Teenagers Rally To Aid Of Presley; Hit Critics 

Daily Defender (Daily Edition) (1956-1960): Jul 5, 1956 

Teenagers Rally To Aid Of Presley; Hit Critics 
By PHYLLIS BATTELLE 

NEW YORK – (INS) – Elvis Presley is 

not just a young man who sings in 

hiccups and moves in high gear.  

 He is a brother, a martyr, a 

god and a cause célèbre to the teen-

agers of the land. 

 On my desk, piled in neat, 

angry stacks, are about 2,000 

letters from youths of eight up – 

all protesting eternal and undying 

loyalty to Elvis, the put-upon. Many 

of the letters warn in dire terms 

that the old people of America are 

asking for trouble if they try to 

ban Elvis from performing. 

 “There will be,” writes one 

16-year-old girl, “a national 

revolution if anything happens to 

Elvis Presley’s career. So beware. 

And remember, Phyllis, we teen-agers 

will be rockin’ and rollin’ when you 

are dead.” 

 It has been sometimes 

alarming, often amusing and always 

revealing to read the letters that 

have poured in from the youngsters 

since I recently wrote – too 

candidly, apparently – some 

observations about Mr. Presley and 

his rock-roll style.  

 Hundreds of letters from 

teen-agers have been reasonable. 

They have conceded that rock ‘n’ 

roll is “too exciting for old 

people” and will possibly die out on 

some strange far-away day. 

 But please, these letters 

plead, don’t keep nagging at us. We 

kids like this music, so why can’t 

you leave us alone? 

 Other hundreds point out 

that rock ‘n’ roll music is not a 

come-on for juvenile delinquency, 

but a deterrent to it. “Rock is our 

main form of amusement,” says a 

typical letter. “If you condemn it, 

or ban it, what would we do? 

Deliquency rates, I assure you would 

rise to a new high.” 

 But the most startling 

revelation of the entire stack of 

mail, perhaps, is that not one youth 

who wrote in would say anything but 

good about 21-year-old Elvis – the 

boy whose vocal gyrations have us 

alleged old biddies stuffing cotton 

in our ears. 

 Many teen-agers are simply 

angry that their musical integrity 

is being challenged by adults. But 

some think deeper, and analyze. Like 

the one who wrote:  

 “Grown-ups are taking a big 

chance when they spend all this time 

trying to give us kids a bad name. 

 “Someday maybe they’ll wake 

up and find we’re going out to 

deserve it.”

MILLION DOLLAR QUARTET
NEWSPAPER ARTICLES
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RCA was unable to recreate Phillips’s echo 
when recording Elvis’s “Heartbreak Hotel.” 
In an attempt to duplicate the Sun Records 
sound, RCA used a large empty hallway at 
the studio to create the echo effect, but, in 

the end, it sounded nothing like the echo 
that Phillips had achieved.

In the 1950, 3.1 million televisions were sold in the 
U.S. but by 1955, this number rose to 32 million.

Carl Perkins’s song, “Honey Don't,” became the B-side 
of the recording for “Blue Suede Shoes.” “Honey Don't” 
was later discovered by the Beatles who covered it and 
popularized two of Perkins’s other songs, “Matchbox” 

and “Everybody's Trying To Be My Baby.” Pop stars 
including Bob Dylan, Eric Clapton, and Paul McCartney 
have acknowledged the influence of Carl Perkins. Paul 

McCartney famously said, “If there were no Carl Perkins, 
there would be no Beatles.”

Elvis’s 
first 

recording 
session in 
1953 cost 

$3.98.

Based on something Johnny Cash 
had heard during his time in the 
Air Force, he gave Perkins the 
idea for the song, “Blue Suede 

Shoes.” When Perkins was 
playing a show in Tennessee, 

he noticed a man dancing in the 
crowd who was trying to keep his 
date from stepping on his suede 

shoes. Adding this to the idea from 
Cash caused Perkins to wake up 

at 3am the next morning with 
the idea for the hit song, which, 

funnily enough, was written out on 
an empty potato bag.  

In the 1950s, 
drive-in 

restaurants and 
movies aimed 
primarily at 

teenagers became 
big business. 

Notable fads 
of the 1950s 

included: Davy 
Crockett 

coon-skin caps, 
Frisbees, Silly 
Putty, Slinkies, 

and the 
Hula-Hoop. 

By 1960, 
Elvis had sold 

more than 
$120,000,000 

worth of 
records and 

merchandise.

In the 1950s, 
families became 

so faithful to 
tuning in and 
watching TV 
shows that 
frozen TV 

dinners were 
created. 

In the mid-
1950s, milk cost 

97 cents per 
gallon.

In the 1956, gasoline cost
22 cents per gallon.



DID YOU KNOW?
THE VINYL RECORD

(Another New Sound) 
In 1948, the flat vinyl record became the superior standard for recording that replaced the previously 
used wax-based cylinder. Before the 1950s, most Americans owned cylinder players but with the 
invention of the vinyl record, Americans began purchasing the new portable phonographs. With the 
new flat records being easier to store and more resilient than the wax cylinder, it soon became the 
preferred sound technology. 

The 12 inch record, which when played on a turntable at the correct setting (33 1/3 rotations per 
minute or rpm), provided 30 minutes of playing time per side, and became the standard size. A smaller 
7-inch disc known as the 45-rpm contained one song on both sides (A and B). The 45 singles record 
soon became a prime commodity for the music industry. To listen to a 33- or 45-rpm record, the user 
would have to manually switch the rotations per minute on the record player. 

The record cover or jacket for vinyl records became an opportunity for recording artists and record 
labels to market to and communicate with fans. They also became popular pieces of pop art. The 
lyrics to the songs included on the record and messages from the artist themselves were printed on 
the cover.  

RESEARCH IDEA!
On your own or in groups of 2, research the process of creating vinyl records.

•   Who invented the vinyl record?

•   What was a phonograph?

•   How were records initially recorded and reproduced? How are they played?

•   Listen to some vinyl records from the 1950s. How do they sound? 

•   Join to form a group of 4 and share your research then, as a group, present your collection of findings to the class.

Did You Know? 46
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DID YOU KNOW?
Southgate Education Million Dollar Quartet Study Guide

 

Across: 

 

Down: 

2 ‐ What was the movement that Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. supported? 

 

7 ‐ What was the full name of Sam Phillips’s office 

manager who first heard Elvis when he came to 

Sun Records? 

 

10 ‐ What was “The Killer’s” first name? 

 

12 ‐ From a quote used in this study guide, who 

said, “it was not feasible for us as black artists to 

be the innovators?” 

 

13 ‐ What genre of music influenced all four artists 

of the Million Dollar Quartet? 

 

15 ‐ What became a brand new and very popular 

invention in the 1950s? 

 

18 ‐ What do you need to create the blues and 

R&B? 

 

19 ‐ What was the full and real name of Elvis’s 

girlfriend when he walked into Sun Records on 

Dec. 4, 1956? 

 

21 ‐ What was the early form of rock ‘n’ roll called? 

 

22 ‐ What was the name of Sam Phillips recording 

studio? 

 

24 ‐ The 1950s (particularly the early ‘50s) was an 

era known for what type of lifestyle? 

 

25 ‐ What instrument was not part of the 1950s 

rockabilly band? 

 

26 ‐ Early on in his career, this song became a hit 

for Johnny Cash. 

 

1 ‐ What was the name of the song written by Carl 

Perkins that became a hit for the Beatles? 

 

3 ‐ This song became a hit for Jerry Lee Lewis. 

 

4 ‐ After their jam session on December 4, 1956, 

what were the famous four called?  A: The 

__________. 

 

5 ‐ Today, it’s popular to download songs as 

electronic music files but in the 1950s, in order to 

listen to songs, the music industry produced 

___________. 

 

6 ‐ Early in his career, Sam Phillips adopted the 

motto, “We Record Anything ‐ Anywhere ‐ 

Anytime.” This included recording _____________. 

 

8 ‐ Who did 1950s icon Marilyn Monroe marry in 

1956? 

 

9 ‐ What radio station did Sam Phillips work at 

before he opened his own recording studio? 

 

11 ‐ What was the name of a popular TV show in 

which Elvis Presley made a groundbreaking 

appearance? 

 

14 ‐ By 1960, what toy sold 100,000,000 units? 

 

16 ‐ What two words describe the rise in 

population during the 1950s? 

 

17 ‐ What kind of appeal did Sam Phillips need to 

gain widespread popularity with his new sound? 

 

20 ‐ In the U.S. during the 1950s, what remained 

prevalent even though mass‐marketing and 

consumerism flourished? 

 

23 ‐ The effect Sam Phillips used in his rock ‘n’ roll 

recordings. 

 

 

 

Possible Answers: 

Arthur Miller, Baby Boom, Bar Mitzvahs, Civil Rights, Conservative, Crossover, Drums, Echo, Ed 

Sullivan Show, Gospel, Great Balls of Fire, Hula Hoop, I Walk the Line, Jerry, Marilyn Evans, 

Marion Keisker, Matchbox, Million Dollar Quartet, Poverty, Records, Rhythm, Rockabilly, Ruth 

Brown, Sun Records, Television, WREC 
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Across:  Down: 

2 ‐ What was the movement that Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr. supported? 

 

7 ‐ What was the full name of Sam Phillips’s office 

manager who first heard Elvis when he came to 

Sun Records? 

 

10 ‐ What was “The Killer’s” first name? 

 

12 ‐ From a quote used in this study guide, who 

said, “it was not feasible for us as black artists to 

be the innovators?” 

 

13 ‐ What genre of music influenced all four artists 

of the Million Dollar Quartet? 

 

15 ‐ What became a brand new and very popular 

invention in the 1950s? 

 

18 ‐ What do you need to create the blues and 

R&B? 

 

19 ‐ What was the full and real name of Elvis’s 

girlfriend when he walked into Sun Records on 

Dec. 4, 1956? 

 

21 ‐ What was the early form of rock ‘n’ roll called? 

 

22 ‐ What was the name of Sam Phillips recording 

studio? 

 

24 ‐ The 1950s (particularly the early ‘50s) was an 

era known for what type of lifestyle? 

 

25 ‐ What instrument was not part of the 1950s 

rockabilly band? 

 

26 ‐ Early in his career, this song became a hit for 

Johnny Cash and also became the title (minus the 

word “I”) of a 2005 Academy Award‐winning 

movie starring Joaquin Phoenix and Resse 

Witherspoon. 

1 ‐ What was the name of the song written by Carl 

Perkins that became a hit for the Beatles? 

 

3 ‐ This song became a hit for Jerry Lee Lewis. 

 

4 ‐ After their jam session on December 4, 1956, 

what were the famous four called?  A: The 

__________. 

 

5 ‐ Today, it’s popular to download songs as 

electronic music files but in the 1950s, in order to 

listen to songs, the music industry produced 

___________. 

 

6 ‐ Early in his career, Sam Phillips adopted the 

motto, “We Record Anything ‐ Anywhere ‐ 

Anytime.” This included recording _____________. 

 

8 ‐ Who did 1950s icon Marilyn Monroe marry in 

1956? 

 

9 ‐ What radio station did Sam Phillips work at 

before he opened his own recording studio? 

 

11 ‐ What was the name of a popular TV show in 

which Elvis Presley made a groundbreaking 

appearance? 

 

14 ‐ By 1960, what toy sold 100,000,000 units? 

 

16 ‐ What two words describe the rise in 

population during the 1950s? 

 

17 ‐ What kind of appeal did Sam Phillips need to 

gain widespread popularity with his new sound? 

 

20 ‐ In the U.S. during the 1950s, what remained 

prevalent even though mass‐marketing and 

consumerism flourished? 

 

23 ‐ The effect Sam Phillips used in his rock ‘n’ roll 

recordings. 

 

 

 

 

Reese
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SAY WHAT?
A glossary of terms from and associated with Million Dollar Quartet

Big Band: The style of music played by a big band, such as swing and jazz dance music.
Bluegrass: Country music of the southern United States typically played on stringed instruments and 
characterized by frequent improvisation.
Blues: A style of jazz developed by American blacks, usually having a 12-bar structure and frequently 
composed in a minor key.

Boogie-woogie: Strong and rhythmic jazz piano in which the melody is accompanied throughout by a 
repeated bass pattern that uses chiefly eighth notes.
Capitol Tower Building: The headquarters of Capitol Records in Hollywood.
The Colonel: Colonel Tom Parker was Elvis Presley’s manager.
Columbia Records: A major record company.
Contract Extension: A continuing agreement between two or more parties for a set period of time.
Country/Western: A popular American musical style that began in the Southern United  States in the 
1920s, which gained popularity in the 1940s in preference to the earlier term hillbilly music. The term 
country/western music is used today to describe many styles and subgenres. 
Dean Martin: Was an American singer, film actor, television star, comedian, and one of the best known 
music artists of the 1950s and 1960s. Nicknamed the “King of Cool,” he was a major star in four areas 
of show business: concert stage/night clubs, recordings, motion pictures, and television.
Deejay: (DJ) A radio hosts who play music.
Delta Blues: One of the earliest styles of blues music and is regarded as a regional variation of country 
blues. It originated in the Mississippi Delta, a region of Southern United States. Guitar, harmonica, and 
cigar box guitar are the dominant instruments used, with slide guitar (usually on the steel guitar) being 
a hallmark of the style. The vocal styles range from introspective and soulful to passionate and fiery.
Distribution: Making a product available to a wide range of consumers.
Ed Sullivan: A legendary television host of a popular variety show.
Field Hollers: African American styles of music from before the American Civil War, this style of music 
is closely related to spirituals in the sense that it expressed religious feelings and included subtle hints 
about ways of escaping slavery, among other things. 
Gospel: A rhythmic and intensely emotional American music, developed from folk music and spirituals 
that is written or sung for or as if for a Christian religious service.
Hillbilly: A person who comes from a remote rural area, especially from the mountainous region of 
the southern United States; often, a person considered to be primitive or backward because of this 
residence or origin.
Honky Tonks: A popular type of bar or dancehall in the South that offers lively musical entertainment.
Hooch: A slang word for an illegally distilled alcoholic beverage.
Jam Session: An informal gathering of musicians who play improvisations together.
Joe Stalin: An informal reference to Joseph Stalin, the former leader of the Soviet Union.
Label: A record label is a brand in the music industry.
Liberace: A famous American entertainer known for his lavish performance style and piano playing.
Maraca: A percussion instrument consisting of a gourd or gourd-shaped rattle filled with dried seeds 
or pebbles and usually played in pairs by shaking, especially to Latin American rhythms.
Ol’ Grandad: A brand of bourbon whiskey.
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Pat Boone: A pop singer in the 1950s and early 1960s known for his old-fashioned values and versions 
of African-American rhythm and blues.
Peachy: A slang term that means fine.
Perry Como: A popular singer and TV personality known for his professional conduct in life.
Preacher: One who delivers religious sermons; a minister or clergyman.
QT: A slang term for secret.
RCA: An acronym for Radio Corporation of America – a parent company of several record labels.
Roy Orbison: An influential singer-songwriter and pioneer of rock ‘n’ roll.
Shecky Greene: A comedian known for his Las Vegas nightclub act.
Shotgun Shack: A house so small that if a shotgun were fired into it, nobody would escape being hit.
Spirituals: Religious songs of African-Americans, often written with freer rhythms and harmonies than 
most standard hymns. Spirituals, many of which go back to the days of slavery, often speak of biblical 
models of deliverance. Some well-known spirituals are “Nobody Knows the Trouble I’ve Seen,” “Swing 
Low, Sweet Chariot,” and “When the Saints Go Marching In.” 
Sun Records: An influential record label in Memphis, Tennessee known for its artists and its role in 
laying the foundation for late 20th century popular music and rock ‘n’ roll.
Sunset Strip: 1.5 mile stretch of Sunset Boulevard that passes through West Hollywood, CA. The strip 
is best-known for premier boutiques, restaurants, rock clubs, nightclubs, huge/colorful billboards, and 
has developed notoriety as a hangout for rock stars, movie stars and other entertainers.
Swing: Style of jazz, popular especially in the ‘30s and often arranged for large dance bands, marked 
by a smooth beat and flowing phrasing; has less complex harmonies and rhythms than modern jazz.
Rhythm & Blues: A folk-based but urbanized form of black popular music that is marked by strong, 
repetitious rhythms and simple melodies and was developed, in a commercialized form, into rock 'n' roll.
Rhythm Guitar:  A style of guitar playing in popular music consisting of the chord sequences over 
which a song or melody is sung.
Rockabilly: Early form of rock ‘n’ roll music combined with or influenced by country and western styles.
Rock ‘n’ Roll: A style of popular music that began in the 1950s. Rock ‘n’ roll is derived in part from blues 
and folk music and is marked by a heavily accented beat and a simple, repetitive phrase structure. 
Train Song: A type of song about trains and life as a hobo.
Upright Bass: Largest instrument of the violin family that rests vertically on the floor when played; 
a.k.a double bass and bass fiddle.
Vivian: Johnny Cash’s wife.
Yankee: A native or resident of a northern U.S. state, especially a Northern soldier during the Civil War.
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Sources

Listed below are sources used to compile the information and create the 
Million Dollar Quartet study guide. Teachers and students can reference 
these resources for further knowledge and exploration. 

Books
Cash, J. & Carr, P. (1977). Cash: The Autobiography. New York: Harper Collins Publishers.
Escott, C. & Hawkins, M. (1991). Good Rockin’ Tonight: Sun Records and the Birth of Rock ‘n’ Roll. 
New York: St. Martin’s Press.
Guralnick, P. (1971). Feel Like Going Home: Portraits in Blues and Rock ‘n’ Roll. New York: Outerbridge 
& Dienstfrey.
Guralnick, P. (1994). Last Train to Memphis: The Rise of Elvis Presley . New York: Harper Collins 
Publishers, Inc.
Guralnick, P. (1999). Careless Love: The Unmaking of Elvis Presley. New York: Little, Brown and Company.
Lewis, M.G. & Silver, M. (1982). Great Balls of Fire. New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc.
Mutrux, F. (1996). Go Cat Go!: Rockabilly Music and its Makers. University of Illinois.
Naylor, J. & Halliday, S. (2007). The Rockabilly Legends: They Called It Rockabilly Long Before It Was 
Called Rock ‘n’ Roll. Milwaukee: Hal Leonard Corporation.
Palmer, R. (1981). Deep Blues: A Musical and Cultural History of the Mississippi Delta. New York: The 
Penguin Group.
Perkins, C. & Rendlema, R. (1978). Disciple in Blue Suede Shoes. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Pub. 
House.
Streissguth, M. (2006).  Johnny Cash: The Biography. Cambridge, MA: Da Capa Press Books.
Tosches, N. (1982) Hellfire. New York: Delacorte Press.

Compact Disc
Million Dollar Quartet, Original Broadway Cast Recording

Programs
Million Dollar Quartet Show and Souvenir Program

Newspapers
Australia, E. (2008, November 15). Marilyn Evans and the Million Dollar Quartet. Chicago Tribune, p. 17.
Battelle, P. (1956, July 15). Teenagers Rally To Aid Of Presley; Hit Critics. Daily Defender (Daily Edition), p. 17.
(1956, July 12). Resort Bans Rock ‘n’ Roll. Los Angeles Times, p. 7.
(1956, August 31). Teen-Age Dance Ban to Curb Rock ‘n’ Roll. Los Angeles Times, p. 18. 
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Websites
The Official website of Million Dollar Quartet
http://www.milliondollarquartetlive.com
Blues (The)
http://afroamhistory.about.com/od/bluesmusic/a/classic_blues.htm
Civil Rights
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/eyesontheprize/story/02_bus.html
History of Rock ‘n’ Roll
http://www.history-of-rock.com/sam_phillips_sun_records.htm
Honky Tonks
http://www.honkytonks.org/showpages/blackandwhite.htm
Recalling Sam Phillips & Sun Records by David Hoekstra
http://blogs.suntimes.com/hoekstra/2008/10/recalling_sam_phillipssun_reco.html
Rockabilly Saga
http://www.rockabilly.nl/general/rockabilly1.htm
Rockabilly All Stars
http://www.buddyholly.ca/ras/history.html
What are Vinyl Records?
http://www.wisegeek.com/what-are-vinyl-records.htm
What is Rockabilly? by Stu Frederick
http://www.theriversonline.com/What_is_Rockabilly.htm
Vinyl Records – 60 Years Strong and Still in the Groove by Jeffrey B. Palmer
http://www.vinylnewsservice.com/MainMenu/News/LatestVNSNews/ArtandDesign/VinylRecords.
aspx
Sam Phillips
http://oldies.about.com/cs/rockabilly/a/samphillips.htm
Sun Records Company
http://www.sunrecords.com
Sun Records Label Story by David Edwards and Mike Callahan
http://www.bsnpubs.com/tennessee/sunstory.html
Sun Studio by Teresa R. Simpson
http://memphis.about.com/od/elvispresley/p/sunstudio.htm

Additional information/activities for various age groups on Rock ‘n’ Roll include: 
http://rockhall.com/education/resources/lesson-plans/
http://www.rocklibrary.com/Education/LessonPlans
http://mshistory.k12.ms.us/articles/32/index.php?s=lesson-plans&id=33

Silhouette visual designed by Dewynters London.


