
The Kentucky Roots Of Popular Music

When we think of music hotspots, cities like Nashville, New Orleans, and New
York often come to mind. However, tucked away in the heart of the Appalachian
region lies Kentucky, a state that has made significant contributions to the world
of popular music. From its deep roots in folk and bluegrass to its influence on
genres like rock 'n' roll and country, Kentucky has shaped the soundtracks of our
lives in ways we may not even be aware of.

The Birth of Bluegrass

Kentucky is often hailed as the birthplace of bluegrass music, a genre
characterized by its fast-paced acoustic sound and virtuosic instrumental
performances. In the late 1930s, a band called Bill Monroe and the Blue Grass
Boys emerged from the rural hills of Kentucky, blending traditional mountain
music with the energy of the string band tradition. This fusion would go on to
define a genre, inspiring countless musicians to follow in their footsteps.
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From the Carter Family to Bob Dylan

Another iconic musical family with deep Kentucky roots is the Carter Family.
Known for their heartfelt country music and tight-knit harmonies, the Carters were
born and raised in the hills of eastern Kentucky. Their influence went far beyond
their home state, paving the way for future folk and Americana artists like Bob
Dylan, Joan Baez, and Emmylou Harris.

The Rise of Rock 'n' Roll

Kentucky's influence on popular music extends far beyond the realms of folk and
bluegrass. In the 1950s, a young man named Elvis Presley burst onto the scene,
blending country, rhythm and blues, and gospel influences to create a sound that
would soon be known as rock 'n' roll. What many people don't realize is that Elvis
was born in Tupelo, Mississippi, but his family moved to Memphis, Tennessee,
where he soaked up the musical vibes of nearby Kentucky. The blend of rural
blues and country music that he encountered in Kentucky would prove to be a
fundamental part of his unique style.
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The Kentucky Sound Goes Mainstream

As the decades rolled on, Kentucky continued to influence popular music through
a variety of genres. In the 1960s, Louisville became a hub for soul and R&B
music, with acts like The O'Jays and The Isley Brothers making a significant
impact on the charts. The city's vibrant music scene also nurtured artists like
Bryson Tiller and My Morning Jacket, who continue to push the boundaries of
contemporary R&B and rock.

Country Music Legends

No article about Kentucky's musical contributions would be complete without
mentioning the state's rich history in country music. From Loretta Lynn and Tom T.
Hall to Dwight Yoakam and Chris Stapleton, Kentucky has produced some of the
genre's most iconic figures. The blend of storytelling lyrics, twangy guitars, and
heartfelt emotion has become synonymous with the Kentucky sound. Whether
you're a fan of traditional country or the modern fusion of country and rock, you
can trace it back to the hills of Kentucky.

While Kentucky may not always be the first place that comes to mind when
discussing music hubs, its impact on popular music cannot be overstated. From
its influential role in the birth of bluegrass to its contributions to rock 'n' roll, folk,
country, and beyond, Kentucky's musical heritage runs deep. So the next time
you find yourself tapping your foot to a catchy tune, take a moment to appreciate
the Kentucky roots that helped shape it.
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“This book’s combination of interviews and history makes for an entertaining
study of the heart of American roots music.” —Library Journal
 
In industry circles, musicians from Kentucky are known to possess an enviable
pedigree—a lineage as prized as the bloodline of any bluegrass-raised
Thoroughbred. With native sons and daughters like Naomi and Wynonna Judd,
Loretta Lynn, the Everly Brothers, Joan Osborne, and Merle Travis, it’s no wonder
that the state is most often associated with folk, country, and bluegrass music.
 
But Kentucky’s contribution to American music is much broader: It’s the rich and
resonant cello of Ben Sollee, the velvet crooning of jazz great Helen Humes, and
the famed vibraphone of Lionel Hampton. It’s exemplified by hip-hop artists like
the Nappy Roots and indie folk rockers like the Watson Twins. It goes beyond the
hallowed mandolin of Bill Monroe and banjo of the Osborne Brothers to
encompass the genres of blues, jazz, rock, gospel, and hip-hop.
A Few Honest Words explores how Kentucky’s landscape, culture, and traditions
have influenced notable contemporary musicians. Featuring intimate interviews
with household names (Naomi Judd, Joan Osborne, and Dwight
Yoakam),emerging artists, and local musicians, Jason Howard’s rich and detailed
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profiles reveal the importance of the state and the Appalachian region to the
creation and performance of music in America.
 
“Skillfully documents a new era of Kentucky roots music. His book deserves a
place in the history of American song.” —The Courier-Journal
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