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1956- "Elvis '56" 

 

By Tim Van Schmidt 

 

I just didn't know. About the incredible burst of energy that was the rise of Elvis Presley in 1956, that is. I 

am getting to know about the records and I'm watching the movies, drawing conclusions about Presley's 

talent from the evidence. But I just didn't have a handle on WHAT WAS GOING ON with Presley's career 

and with his fans, their parents and the public at large, until watching "Elvis '56," a very efficient and rich 

documentary about the time. 

 

"Elvis '56" pieces together stacks of still photos and rolls of archive footage to follow Presley's incredible 

commercial breakout, which corresponds neatly with the calendar year of 1956. Presley records his first 

big hit for RCA in January and by the end of the year he has amassed multiple gold records, caused 

nationwide controversy on television, created pandemonium at his concerts and made the jump to a 

movie star career. 

 

It all starts with rock and roll, or more precisely, "rockabilly," as the fusion of country, blues, R & B and 

gospel was being called. That is where Presley's noteriety originates from- he was a musician. A good-

looking musician with a distinct voice and a quick study of styles. But more, Presley was a performer. He 

knew exactly what he was doing when he would shake, jerk and gyrate on stage. You could see it in the 

films in "Elvis '56," the performer stepping back to do a little twitching during the instrumental breaks in 

each song, females in the audiences reacting and a little smile coming to his face as a result. 

 

All of this comes through strong and clear in "Elvis '56." Wow, what an opportunity this one hour 

production gives to get a taste of the real Presley through news film and television clips. From his very 

first television appearance on the Dorsey Brothers' "Stage Show," performing Big Joe Turner's "Shake, 

Rattle and Roll," to his final appearance on the Ed Sullivan Show- performing "Peace in the Valley"- it's 

possible to see EXACTLY what the people of 1956 saw. The footage of actual stage appearances also 

augments the feeling of authenticity you get from "Elvis '56." I couldn't be there for these events, but I 

can still see some of it even fifty years later. 

 



But there was more to Presley than music. He went beyond being a rock and roller to becoming an 

international entertainer and this transformation, apparently, happened in one fast year. I think he was 

a true rock and roller and that informed his rise, but when he achieved success, it seemed like his movie 

career was more important. This seems to be in line with the idea that at that time, the pinnacle of 

being an entertainer was being a movie star. Presley became royalty when he became a movie star. 

Until then, he was a very, very successful upstart musician riding the crest of a huge wave. 

 

Presley was a talented upstart, though. As a singer he was inventive and a little bit sassy. As a performer 

he was aggressive. Still, there are reasons above and beyond Presley's talent that can also account for 

this phenomenon of popularity. Luckily for Presley, all the elements needed for  success converged at 

the same time.  

 

The public apparently needed a new icon in 1956. For example, there had been a craze in the country 

over Davey Crockett just a few years earlier, multiple product sales spurred by a hit song and a movie. 

Who replaced Crockett? How about a rock and roll star, since rock and roll was the latest craze in the 

news. This worked for the record business. The music industry wanted a new star- it always wants new 

stars- and the public needed a new figure to turn into an icon, so a rock and roll star was at the top of 

the list. 

 

Presley- and the people around him- were very ambitious according to the wheeling and dealing "Elvis 

'56" exposes along with the performance footage. The production follows the deals that Presley's 

manager, Col. Tom Parker made, taking his rockabilly sensation to the top of the market. Though Parker 

has been reviled by many as a "husker"- greedy and responsible for leading a rock and roll talent down 

an unabashedly commercial path- what he did worked and he helped fullfill what also seemed like 

Presley's dreams. 

 

But, let's also throw in that television was still coming into its own as an entertainment medium as the 

population of teenaged viewers was exploding in the 1950s. This plays a huge part in propelling Presley 

from the regional Southern star of 1955 to the immensely successful international star of 1956.  

 

This comes through loud and clear in the controversy that was ignited nationally after Presley's 

appearance on Milton Berle's show- performing "Hound Dog"- in June 1956. "Elvis '56" asserts that 40 

million viewers watched Presley get crazy, jerking and twitching to some raw, electric blues. Not all of 

them liked what they saw and Presley became another icon of sorts for non-rock and rollers- the face of 



unrestrained, undisciplined youth. It must have truly scared some of them and kind of disgusted the 

rest. 

 

On the Berle Show, Presley plowed into "Hound Dog" with apparent relish. Its a rough yet kind of goofy 

tune and the singer and the band both seem to be having a great time with it. Presley jerks and twitches 

whenever he isn't singing- all with a little smile on his face- and ends it all up with an extra dramatic 

ending, purposefully putting his body into the act. 

 

Presley performed the song again in June on the Steve Allen Show, only this time it was turned into a 

comedy routine. Allen introduced Presley as "the new Elvis Presley," who appeared dressed in a tuxedo 

and performed the tune to a real dog, standing on a pedestal. It's really kind of a good natured thing- 

and somehow big of Presley to kid himself a little bit- but it must have curled the toes of rock and roll 

fans across the country- here was their icon being the big butt of a joke. "Elvis '56" reveals that all of this 

occurred before Presley had actually recorded "Hound Dog" in the studio. 

 

Other highlights in "Elvis '56" are plentiful, such as scorching performances of "Baby Let's Play House" 

and Little Richard's hit "Tutti Frutti," the latter messing up his hair and bringing a healthy sweat to his 

face. There are television performances of "Heartbreak Hotel" and "Blue Suede Shoes" and on one of his 

appearances on the Ed Sullivan Show, Presley plows through "Ready Teddy," crossing his eyes at the 

camera, falling back into a wild, fun instrumental break. But then he turns around and cools things off 

with a sincere reading of "Love Me Tender," underscoring Presley's ability to quickly change approach 

and style to keep his listeners guessing. His last appearance on Sullivan's show- in January 1957- 

featured a crisp, bubbling version of "Don't Be Cruel," the vocal group the Jordinaires prominantly 

grouped around the star. That appearance drew 54 million viewers- one in three Americans- according 

to "Elvis '56." 

 

Unfortunately, "Elvis '56" also reports on the breakup of Presley's great core band- guitarist Scotty 

Moore, bassist Bill Black and drummer DJ Fontana. Much of the footage in "Elvis '56" features this band 

and they prove to be up to the task. THAT must have been a fun band to be in! By August 1956, 

however, Presley was shooting his first movie and the studio wanted to dump the trio. Presley made the 

movie without them and though he would return to performing with his original group, they would 

finally dissolve in 1957. 

 

"Elvis '56" makes good use out of other sources of images and sounds like still photos and rare session 

tapes. For example, there is a hilarious sequence displaying various Presley products that flooded the 



market- such as dog tags, lunch boxes and charm bracelets. But what is best about it is the performance 

footage- it's the real deal, not the stiff recreations in Presley's movies. 

 

Why was this entire cultural episode- Presley's rapid rise to the top- so intense? The difference between 

a rock and roller and a movie star is very basic in that, for a while at least, it was still possible to see a 

rock and roller perform. That's why Presley's concerts were so big. Sure, Presley must have been fun to 

see, but I imagine conditions were primitive at best for a live music experience. Rather, the concerts 

became so big because people wanted to be in the star's presence. It wasn't just about Presley, it was 

also about the public's desire to rally around a star. In this case, the public was legions of teenagers and 

the star had become THE rock and roll icon. 

 

Directed by Alan Raymond and Susan Raymond...1987...61 min...featuring Levon Helm (narrator), Elvis 

Presley, Steve Allen, Milton Berle, Bill Black, DJ Fontana, Scotty Moore, Jordanaires (Hugh Jarrett), 

Liberace, Tom Parker. 

 

1956- Rocking Jam 

 

Thanks to a world of instant communication, just about everything you can think of is available. That 

includes the session tapes from the so-called "Million Dollar Quartet" meeting between Elvis Presley, 

Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis and Johnny Cash at Sun Studios in Memphis in December 1956. (Though 

there is some controversy over how much Cash really participated.) Long unavailable, tracks from the 

session were eventually released in Europe and then finally in the States. Now, you can not only find the 

music, but also exhaustive, blow-by-blow accounts of what was happening, who was saying what and 

critical examination of every note of music- all just a couple of easy clicks away in the home office. 

 

What I found when I listened to "The Complete Million Dollar Quartet" CD- featuring the entire session 

presented in its original sequence- was fun. OK, that's not a very critical term, but that is how I can best 

sum it up. This was not a session to make a record, this was a session just to fool around, to exchange 

ideas and tell stories. There are some complete songs here- mostly old gospel numbers- but there are 

also long stretches of chit chat, start and stop snatches of songs and general chaos from a situation that 

was not meant to be presented to the public. 

 

Rather, it's a meeting of musical friends, apparently happy to get together to swap sounds. The friend 

who helped me secure the recordings- a big Presley fan- was disappointed with his initial listening of 



"The Complete Million Dollar Quartet." I found it to be very interesting indeed because this was a peek 

inside the personalities of some of the great musical names of the time. And what is there isn't mind-

staggering in the least- it's just a bunch of guys who love playing music doing just that. 

 

I would characterize "The Complete Million Dollar Quartet" as a summit meeting between Presley and 

Perkins. The meeting happened at Sun Studios following a Perkins session and Jerry Lee Lewis had also 

been playing on the session. According to the stories, Sun owner Sam Phillips called Cash, who stopped 

by but did not take a big part in the music-making, if at all. Of course, that's what the rest of them do- 

they keep their instruments handy and launch into various songs, laughing, trying out different stuff 

than apparently they normally played. 

 

Presley seems to take charge of the room during the jam and keeps a kind of running monologue going 

as it proceeds. He tells stories and illustrates them with singing little parts of songs. He often refers to 

"Carl" throughout the recordings and you get the sense he felt comfortable in the little studio with 

musical peers, far away from Hollywood and being an international recording star. This goes a long way 

toward revealing that Presley was not just a music industry tool, but a knowledgeable, experienced 

vocalist with a distinctive, down home charm. 

 

Perkins really doesn't say much during the sessions, but keeps his guitar strapped on and keeps noodling 

away throughout each tune. Presley can't help but gravitate toward vocal music and the group digs back 

to songs apparently they were all familiar with, settling on some upbeat gospel material. I'm glad I heard 

it too, because the influence of the music these guys were having fun with has not yet been mentioned. 

In the Million Dollar Quartet sessions, there isn't a very big divide at all between gospel and rock and 

roll. While the subjects of the songs may differ radically, the spirit is very much the same. 

 

I like hearing these guys make mistakes on the Million Dollar Quartet recordings- dropping lyrics, 

messing up chords, stopping abruptly. It's a little chaotic, but out of it you get a sense of what was going 

on in Memphis in 1956- an energetic new generation of musicians were turning a big bag of old 

influences into something new again. What was new, was the energy these guys were pouring into it.  

 

Throughout the Million Dollar Quartet session, Presley tries on a number of musical approaches to 

singing some of the songs the group works over. He tells stories about seeing other vocalists imitating 

him and illustrates it in song for his friends. Presley shows a restless talent for vocal stylings and 

apparently was pretty adept at guitar too since many of his disgressions are matched with solid guitar-

playing. 



 

The music the "Quartet" gravitated to is all over the map. There are references to current work, such as 

snatches of Presley's hit "Don't Be Cruel," Chuck Berry's "Brown Eyed Handsome Man," "Rip It Up" (a hit 

by Little Richard and covered by Bill Haley) and even Pat Boone's hit "Don't Forbid Me." There's some 

Christmas music too- it's just a few weeks before the Holidays and the group noodles around on "Jingle 

Bells" and "White Christmas" to warm up at the beginning of the session. There are some country tunes 

by Faron Young, Hank Snow and Ernest Tubb. There are several Bill Monroe tunes in the mix too, 

including  "Little Cabin Home on the Hill," "Summertime is Past and Gone," "I Hear a Sweet Voice 

Calling" and "Sweetheart You Done Me Wrong." 

 

What ends up feeling most comfortable to Presley and company, however, is the traditional  material. 

Songs such as "When the Saints Go Marchin' In" and "Down by the Riverside" inspire hearty sing-alongs, 

hand clapping and more spirit than professional musical intent. The traditional material also includes 

"Just a Little Talk With Jesus" and "Jesus Walked That Lonesome Valley." 

 

What's interesting here is that all of this diverse music seems of equal interest to the Quartet. It's all 

vital to them and they switch from pop to traditional without blinking an eye. This indicates that these 

guys didn't just write songs themselves, but were walking songbooks- and were eager to do any of it any 

time. 


