Rhythm and Blues

The Dixie Cups are among the impressive line-up of
artists participating in this summer's Smithsonian Folklife
Festival. Th e Rhythm and Blues: Tel/It Like It Is program
is an exploration of the rich historical , cultural, and mus ical
matrix of R&B. Through music and dance performances,
workshops, and narrative discussions, this program considers
R&B as a collaborative art form that is shaped by composers,
performers , producers, and communities of listeners. Most
importantly, it high lights how music provides a dynamic lens
to explore the re lationship of Afri can American history and
experiences to American popular cu lture.
Th e history of R&B and the breadth of what it
encompasses-soc ial ly, commerc ially, and artisticallysuggests that it is not monolithic. It tells a comp lex story of
many strands and experiences . A distinctly African American
mus ic drawing from the deep tributaries of African American
expressive culture, it is an amalgam of jum p blues, big band
swing, gospel, boogie, and blues that was initially developed
during a thirty-year period that bridges the era of legally
sanctioned rac ial segregation, international conflicts, and the
struggle for civi l rights. Its formal qua lities, stylistic range ,
marketing and consumption trends, and worldwide currency
today thus reflect not only the changing social and political
landscapes of American race relations, but also urban life,
cul ture, and popular entertainment in mainstream America.
Th e emergence of R&B as a music ca tegory reflects
its simultaneous margina liza ti on as a form of Africa n
American music and its centra lity to the development of a
wide repertoire of American popular music genres, most
notably rock and roll. Three historical processes provide
the framework fo r understanding the social and cultura l
contexts of the development of R&B: the migrations of
Afri can Americans to urban centers surrounding World
War I and World War II , and the civil rights movement.
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