
 music-  related companies, including record labels and 
music publishing firms.

As Clark offered up a seemingly endless parade of white 
“ teen-  idol”  singers—  many of them homegrown products 
from  Philly—  who  lip-  synched their latest recordings to a 
rapt sea of adolescents, American Bandstand continued to 
introduce the latest hit records, spark the latest teen fashion 
fads, and inspire new dance crazes. Indeed, the show was 
instrumental in turning America into the land of a thousand 
dances. During the summer of 1960, Chubby Checker’s 
recording of “The Twist” introduced the nation to solo, or 
open dancing, in which partners never touched. Because 
of “The Twist,” American Bandstand’s exalted status as the 
premier purveyor of  teen-  oriented dance music reached its 
apex. Dance fads arrived and departed more rapidly than 
ever, as teenagers and young housewives no longer had 
to leave the friendly confines of their homes to learn the 
latest steps.

American Bandstand’s amplified status was a stark 
contrast to the show’s modest beginnings. A local version 
known simply as Bandstand originated in Philadelphia in 
1952. Hosted by disc jockey Bob Horn, Bandstand quickly 
became the most popular local television program in the 
City of Brotherly Love. But in 1956, Horn was cited for 
drunken driving, and Clark replaced him as the Bandstand 
emcee. In 1957, Clark made a pitch to the ABC television 
network to broadcast Bandstand nationally. ABC, then a 
distant third behind NBC and CBS in the network ratings 
and desperate for any kind of  cost-  efficient daytime pro-
gramming, agreed to broadcast Clark’s show. Now called 
American Bandstand, the show could be seen for ninety 
minutes each weekday afternoon. It soon became the well-
spring of American popular culture.
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THE RISE 
AND  
FALL OF 
AMERICAN 
BANDSTAND
by John Jackson

In 1960, America was thinking young. As the country sent 
John F. Kennedy to the White House, the nationally tele-
vised teenage dance show American  Bandstand—  taped 
in Philadelphia and seen in 135 cities  coast-  to-  coast— 
 was unchallenged as a shaper of pop culture. The show’s 
 youthful-  looking emcee Dick Clark was the most powerful 
voice in American popular music. Although Clark could not 
create a hit record simply by playing it on his show, the pub-
licity a song received from exposure on American Band-
stand went a long way toward determining its success.

During the first three years American Bandstand 
was on the air, Clark stealthily cobbled together a pop 
music dynasty of his own. By 1959, he owned scores of 
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Kennedy, two events portending American Bandstand’s 
future occurred. By then Clark had forsaken Philadelphia’s 
 blue-  collar grit for California’s glitz and permanently relo-
cated his show to Los Angeles. The move went virtually 
unnoticed, a sure sign that America’s youth had begun to 
look elsewhere for the latest trends in music and fashion. 
The West Coast debut of Bandstand occurred on Saturday, 
February  8. The following Sunday, as 70  million house-
holds tuned in to  CBS-  TV’s Toast of the Town, the Beatles 
were introduced to America, touching off the “British inva-
sion” of American pop. These two incidents marked the 
beginning of a steady diminution of American Bandstand. 
Save for its longevity, Dick Clark’s fabled music and dance 
program was on its way to becoming just another television 
show.

John Jackson is the author of American Bandstand: Dick 
Clark and the Making of a Rock ’n’ Roll Empire, which 
received the Ralph J. Gleason Music Book Award and the 
ARSC Award for excellence in research.

But American Bandstand eventually became a vic-
tim of its own success. As the popularity of Clark’s show 
increased, so did ABC’s stature. By 1961, the network was 
able to command larger commercial fees for new shows 
than it received from American Bandstand. To create space 
for these new shows, ABC began reducing Bandstand’s 
daily airtime, first to sixty minutes, then to thirty minutes. 
Distressed with Bandstand’s repeated reduction in airtime, 
Clark brashly predicted that, if handled properly, the show 
could run for thirty years. (It lasted for  thirty-  two!)

Early in 1963, American Bandstand lost much of its 
consequential spontaneity when, due to growing outside 
commitments, Clark abandoned the show’s live format and 
began taping a week’s worth of programs in one day. To 
exacerbate matters, Bandstand was stripped of much of 
its power to expose potential hit songs when later that year 
ABC ended the show’s daily status and began showing it 
only on Saturday mornings.

In February 1964, less than three months after Amer-
ica was shaken to its core by the assassination of President 


