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BIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY 

 

Little Richard (born 1932) inspired a generation of rockers with his frenzied rhythms and wildly 

energetic and outlandish stage persona.  

 

Little Richard is a rock and roll pioneer in every sense of the word. Rock's first certified zany, he 

brought outlandish clothes and hairstyles to the national stage for the first time, astonishing 1950s 

audiences with his brazen sexual campiness. Mere stage appeal does not account for Richard's 

wide cross-racial appeal, however. As Arnold Shaw noted in The Rockin' '50s, the artist "sang 

with an intensity and frenzy and commitment that marked the outer limits of rock 'n' roll.... He was 

excitement in motion, a whirling dervish at the keyboard, showmanship royale in eye-dazzling 

costumes topped by a high, slick pompadour of hair."  

 

From the scat-singing prologue of "Tutti-Frutti" to his favorite expression, "Ooh, my soul!," 

Richard brought a new level of intensity--an unlikely pastiche of gospel and sexual innuendo--to 

popular music. A People magazine contributor wrote: "No performer deserves more credit for the 

metamorphosis of black rhythm and blues into rock 'n' roll." In The Dave Given Rock 'n' Roll 

Stars Handbook, author Given claims that Richard "gave R&R its meaning, its depth, and in so 

doing he inspired the careers of other great artists that followed: James Brown, Elvis, Gene 

Vincent, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Joe Tex, just to name a few."  

 

Nor did Richard's influence end with the first generation of rockers. Many groups of the British 

Invasion, including the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, also looked to him as a mentor. According 

to Jay Cocks in Time, Richard "let blast with rock of such demented power ... that he seemed 

possessed of darkling forces. Songs that sounded like nonsense ... but whose beat seemed to 

hint of unearthly pleasures centered somewhere between the gut and the gutter."  

 

Richard Wayne Penniman was born in Macon, Georgia, in 1932 (some sources say 1935). He 

was the third of twelve children, and the only child in his family with a physical defect--his right leg 



is shorter than his left. From earliest childhood he was marked as "different by his effeminacy," as 

he explained in a Rolling Stone interview: "The boys would want to fight me because I didn't like 

to be with them. I wanted to play with the girls. See I felt like a girl." In the hope of curing his 

physical ailment and curbing his behavior, Richard's mother enrolled him in a charismatic Baptist 

church in Macon. There, at the age of ten, he started a gospel group called the Tiny Tots Quartet. 

This experience filled him with the desire to be a professional gospel singer like his hero, Brother 

Joe May, the "Thunderbolt of the Midwest. "  

 

Richard's religious fervor was not lasting, however. He dropped out of school in the ninth grade 

and joined a travelling medicine show. Then he hired on with Sugarloaf Sam, a minstrel show, 

where he occasionally donned a dress and danced with the chorus girls. It was during this period 

that he met Billy Wright, a popular postwar black performer. "Billy was an entertainer who wore 

very loud-colored clothing, and he wore his hair curled," Richard told Rolling Stone, "I thought he 

was the most fantastic entertainer I had ever seen."  

 

As early as 1951 Richard cut his first recordings, having won a rhythm and blues talent contest at 

Atlanta's Eighty One Theatre. The songs, "Get Rich Quick," "Why Did You Leave Me," "Every 

Hour," and "Thinkin' 'bout My Mother," did not sell. Optimistically, Richard recorded four more 

sides of the same blues/boogie-type material, and it likewise failed. He returned to Macon with his 

band, the Upsetters, and half-heartedly sent a demo tape to Art Rupe of Specialty Records in Los 

Angeles. That tape languished at Specialty for almost a year, during which time Richard 

garnished his live act with various outrageous spectacles.  

 

Rupe, it turned out, was looking for another black singer with a Ray Charles sound, and 

eventually Richard's tape came to him for review. He invited the young rocker to cut some songs 

in New Orleans. At first Richard began taping the same kind of blues-oriented songs he had been 

recording, but during a break he launched into a raucous song of his own invention, "Tutti Frutti," 

that contained the memorable line "Wop-Bop-A-Loo-Bop, A-Lop-Bam-Boom." Rupe was 

captivated. He ordered new lyrics (to replace Richard's frankly sexual ones), and released the 

song just before Christmas in 1955. It was resting at number 21 on the charts by the end of 

December.  

 

"Many white kids had never heard a black man singing with the `brakes off'," writes Stuart 

Colman in They Kept On Rockin'. "But when Tutti Frutti was released... several white stations 

thought the time was right and showed no hesitation in programming the disc .... From that point 

on there began a hit trail of some of the classiest black rock 'n' roll records that America and the 

world would ever see." Even though Richard sometimes had to watch other performers (like Pat 

Boone) score with his material, he did not lack for top hits himself.  

 

Backed by the best studio musicians and his own inimitably vigorous piano playing, Richard soon 

had chart-toppers with "Long Tall Sally," "Rip It Up," "Slippin' and Slidin'," "Lucille," "The Girl Can't 

Help It," "Jenny, Jenny," and "Good Golly, Miss Molly." Rolling Stone correspondent Gerri Hirshey 

noted that onstage and in the movies, Richard "was compelled to invent his particular brand of 

majesty. This was Little Richard, `Handsomest Man in Rock & Roll.' His image was an 

immaculate conception, a fantasy born of years in travelling medicine shows, drag-queen revues, 



churches and clubs.... But in Fifties America, this made for a terrible mess. He was black and 

gay, talented and loud, and worse--much worse--absolutely sure of himself."  

 

Teens of both races loved the audacious Richard. No one was prepared, therefore, for his 

sudden abandonment of fame and fortune to study the Bible at a Seventh-day Adventist 

seminary. In 1957 Richard vowed never to sing rock 'n' roll again--some say an airplane 

malfunction frightened him into a conversion; another story has it that he interpreted the Soviet 

launching of Sputnik as a sign that rock and roll was evil and that he should quit performing. The 

Bible studies did not occupy Richard too long, though. By the early 1960s he was back on tour, 

this time in England with an unknown group called the Beatles. By his account in Rolling Stone, 

Richard not only taught his musical British admirers some of his falsetto voice stunts and riffs, he 

also had an opportunity to buy a 50 percent share of the group. He was a musician, not a 

businessman, so he passed on the Beatles' offer and returned to America to launch his own 

comeback.  

 

For roughly twelve years Richard performed his old hits and--less successfully--new material to 

audiences hungry for classic rock. Then, in the mid-1970s, the lifestyle again began taking its toil. 

Richard told Rolling Stone: "I was getting deeper and deeper into drugs. All I wanted to do was to 

have sex with beautiful women and get high. I spent thousands of dollars getting high." He 

missed engagements, or performed poorly, and eventually was overcome by the conflicts of his 

bisexual personality. Once again he turned to the church, becoming an evangelist preacher and 

Bible salesman.  

 

Little Richard renounced his strict religion early in 1988 and began to perform again, in a more 

subdued manner. He has had no trouble lining up engagements, even though he no longer decks 

himself in mirror-studded jackets, eyeliner, and tie-dyed headbands. Had he never taken the 

stage again, he would still have enjoyed a prominent place in the pantheon of rock 'n' roll 

legends. Hirshey sums up his career: "Little Richard bent gender, upset segregationist fault lines 

and founded a tradition of rock dadaists devoted to the art of self creation. But unlike the studied 

incarnations,... Richard never seemed to think about it. He went, with the inspiration of the 

moment, be it divine or hormonal, and caromed like a shiny, cracked pinball between God, sex 

and rock & roll."  

 

Little Richard's acceptance in 1993 of the Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award was tainted 

slightly by his voiced displeasure at his award being presented before the actual telecast. The 

standing ovation he received upon his introduction to the crowd testified to his continued 

popularity. 

PERSONAL INFORMATION 

Born Richard Wayne Penniman, December 5, 1932 (some sources say 1935), in Macon, GA; son 

of Charles (a bricklayer and printer) and Leva Mae Penniman. Education: Attended Oakwood 

Bible School, Huntsville, AL. Addresses: c/o 8383 Wilshire Blvd., #900, Beverly Hills, CA 90211. 

AWARDS 



Charter member of Rock and Roll Hall of Fame; Grammy Award for Lifetime Achievement, 1993. 

CAREER 

Performing artist, 1948-57, 1960-76, and 1986-. Appeared with "Sugarfoot Sam" minstrel show, c. 

1949; recorded with RCA Records, 1951, Peacock Records, 1952, and Specialty Records, 1955-

59. Appeared in motion pictures, including The Girl Can't Help It, 1956, Rock Around the Clock, 

1956, and Mr. Rock 'n' Roll, 1957. Regular panel member of TV game show Hollywood Squares, 

1988. 

 

WORKS 

• Major single releases 
• "Tutti-Frutti," Specialty, December, 1955.  

• "Long Tall Sally," Specialty, March, 1956.  

• "Slippin' and Slidin'," Specialty, March, 1956.  

• "Rip It Up," Specialty, June, 1956.  

• "The Girl Can't Help It," Specialty, January, 1957.  

• "Lucille," Specialty, March, 1957.  

• "Jenny, Jenny," Specialty, June, 1957.  

• "Keep a Knockin'," Specialty, September, 1957.  

• "Good Golly, Miss Molly," Specialty, January, 1958.  

• LPs 
• Here's Little Richard, Specialty, 1958.  

• Little Richard 2, Specialty, 1958.  

• The Fabulous Little Richard, Specialty, 1959.  

• Well Alright, Specialty, 1959.  

• Little Richard's Greatest Hits, Joy, 1964.  

• Coming Home, Coral, 1964.  

• Little Richard Sings Freedom Songs, Crown, 1964.  

• King of Gospel Songs, Mercury, 1965.  

• Wild & Frantic, Modern, 1965.  

• Greatest Hits, Live, Okeh, 1967.  

• The Explosive Little Richard, Okeh, 1967.  

• Every Hour with Little Richard, RCA, 1970.  

• The Rill Thing, Reprise, 1971.  

• King of Rock n Roll, Reprise, 1971.  

• Second Coming, Reprise, 1971.  

• Little Richard's Greatest Hits, Trip, 1972.  

• The Very Best of Little Richard, United Artists, 1975.  

• Lifetime Friend, Warner Brothers, 1987.  

• 22 Classic Cuts, Ace, 1987.  

• (With Billy Wright) Hey Baby, Don't You Want a Man Like Me?, Ace, 1987.  

• Shut Up!: A Collection of Rare Tracks, 1951-1964, Rhino, 198  



• Other recordings 
• Biggest Hits, Specialty  

• Greatest Hits, Specialty  

• Little Richard Is Back, Vee Jay  

• Mr. Big, Joy  

• Rip It Up, Joy  

• Slippin' & Slidin', Joy  

• The Little Richard Story, Joy  

• Little Richard Sings, Twentieth Century  

• Little Richard, Kama Sutra  

• Best of Little Richard, Scepter  

• Little Richard Sings Spirituals, United  

• Right Now, United  

• Keep a Knockin', Rhapsody  

• King of Gospel Singers, Wing  

• Clap Your Hands, Spinorama  

• Little Richard Rocks, RCA  

• Little Richard, Camden  

• Grooviest 17 Original/Hits, Specialty  

• Rock King, JEM Classic Series  

• Talkin' 'Bout Soul, Vee Jay 
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• People, January 8, 1979.  
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Recent Updates 

February 24, 2004: Little Richard's album, Get Down With It: The Okeh Sessions, was released 
with bonus tracks. Source: Billboard.com, www.billboard.com/bb/releases/week_4/index.jsp, 



February 26, 2004. 
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