Johnny B Goode – So what?
INTRO
Hi, and welcome to the MIC guitar blog.
In 1958, American musician Chuck Berry released Johnny B Goode, a Rock’n’Roll song that would later be named the #1 greatest guitar song of all time by Rolling Stone magazine in 2008.  It’s a song that has spawned over a hundred cover versions, inspired countless musicians, and featured in Hollywood movies like Back to the Future.  A copy of Johnny B Goode was placed aboard the Voyager Spacecraft in 1977 as an example of one of earth’s many cultural achievements in case it was ever discovered by aliens.

The thing is, so what?  Who cares?  What’s so special about this song?

What I want to do in this film is break the song down into it’s basic musical elements and try to work out what makes it so special.  Or if it “is” even special.
45 seconds
DECONSTRUCTION

Johnny B Goode is a 12 bar blues Rock’n’Roll song in the key of Bb.  The structure is pretty standard being INTRO, VERSE, CHORUS, VERSE, CHORUS, SOLO, SOLO, VERSE, CHORUS.  One thing that’s a bit different from standard 12 bar blues progressions is that Chuck Berry often held chord V for two bars instead changing to Chord IV.  So the actual progression of each 12 bar turnaround is four bars of Bb(7), two bars of Eb(7), two bars of Bb(7), two bars of F (instead of one) and straight back to Bb without having an Eb chord in bar ten. 

The tempo is about 173 bpm and the pitch of the original recording is a little bit sharp, about 20 cents.  I’m not sure why, but it’s either because they tuned wrong, or like many recordings of the day it was sped up later to make it sound more exciting.

The accompaniment in the song is generally pretty repetitive, which is typical of Rock’n’Roll.  The drums are playing what sounds like a 4 beat, though it could be an 8 beat; kick on 1&3, snare on 2&4 with cymbals on each beat.  (demonstrate) The bass is playing a walking bassline, (demonstrate), the rhythm guitar is playing a two string chugg-a chugg-a riff the whole time.  The piano part is where most of the variety is.  It actually sounds like he’s soloing the whole time.  He’s doing chords, octaves, riffs, slides everything.  Lots of colourful 7th chords and bluesy notes too. 

In order to make the song a bit more interesting, there’s three places where the band drops out to let the lead guitar shine through.  In the Intro, and at the start of both guitar solos.  During these drop outs, the band also plays a hit on the first beat of bar three.

Now, I mentioned earlier that the song is in the key of Bb major.  The thing is, there’s lots of extra notes that don’t belong in Bb major, but that’s typical of blues and Rock’n’Roll playing.  By saying it’s in the key of Bb major, what I’m really saying is that the song’s tonality centres around Bb.  In Johnny B Goode, chords I, IV and V are all dominant 7th chords.  Whereas in standard major scale harmony, only chord V would be a dominant 7th chord, but this isn’t really standard major scale harmony so those rules don’t really apply.  Chords I, IV and V are still performing their usual functions, the song isn’t changing key, it’s just that the dominant 7th sound has been added to each chord.

As well as that, you can hear lots of extra notes in the guitar playing.  Most of it uses the mixolydian scale (demonstrate) with the occasional flattened third (demonstrate) and arguably a sharpened 4th that’s part of Chuck’s burst bending lick (demonstrate).  These colour notes help to add tension, release and variety.  In terms of phrasing, Chuck is using almost every lead guitar trick in the book.  He’s using hammer-ons, pull-offs, slides, bends, double stops and probably some palm muting.  He’s also using just enough overdrive to get a bit of sustain and grit into his sound but not so much that the clarity gets lots.
Rhythmically there’s a lot going on as well.  In that same guitar intro, Chuck creates a polyrhythm with his burst bends.   He’s accenting 3 against 4 (demonstrate).  The accompaniment from the bass, drums and rhythm guitar is very straight and simple, not a lot of syncopation.  That allows the piano player and Chuck to play lots of syncopated rhythms against it.  Even the vocal melody is very syncopated.  “Go, Go, Go Johnny Go Go”, much of the melody falls in the spaces between the beats.

Speaking of the vocal melody, it’s interesting that although the song is in Bb, the melody centres around the note F most of the time.  Bb is also an unusual key for guitar and piano, it tends to be a more common key for sax, trumpet and other wind instruments.  I have a feeling that Chuck chose this key because it sits in a register that’s good for his voice.

Perhaps an unintentional benefit of choosing that key is that the guitar is playing in the middle of it’s register, out of the way of the bass player.  They’re not competing for frequencies.  The piano playing is focused on the high tinkly notes and it means that everything has it’s place in the mix.  It’s a voicing technique that even classical composers used,  the lower notes are kept far apart and the further up the frequencies you go, the closer notes can be without sounding muddy.   Consider the bass playing single notes, the rhythm guitar playing two or three note chords, and the piano bashing tight clusters of notes.

Now the thing with 1958 recording technology is that it didn’t record bass frequencies or high frequencies very well.  What it “did” do, is record the mid frequencies really well, and those are the frequencies that the guitar and voice sit in.  It means that the most important sounds, Chuck’s voice and guitar are sitting in the sweet spot with the other instruments conveniently pushed back a bit. 
So, all this stuff is very interesting…to some people… but so what?  What makes Johnny B Good so special?   Is it special?

Well, despite all the details I’ve pointed out, this song is pretty much like any other Rock’n’Roll song of it’s time.  In fact, most of Chuck Berry’s songs sound just like this one.  

Something else, in researching for this film I discovered something that quite disappointed me.  I found out that Johnny B Goode’s famous intro was pretty much plagiarized from a 1942 song by Louis Jordan called Ain’t that just like a woman.   But when I thought about it, I realized that the notes from that intro didn’t become Rock’n’Roll untill Chuck Berry took them and put his spin on them  And that’s the crucial thing.

When you break it down into it’s elements, Johnny B Goode “is” like every other Rock’n’Roll song.  But you have to remember that Chuck Berry was one of the pioneers that created that sound in the first place.  Johnny B Goode is a landmark on the musical timeline that says “This is when Rock’n’Roll arrived”.

More than that, it’s the song that made me want to learn guitar in the first place.

