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Artist history.
Pat Grady – ON CHESS RECORDS

On May 16th, 1990, Chicago declared 2120 S. Michigan Ave a Chicago City Landmark. This building throughout the late 50’s to mid 60’s was the source of some of the greatest early Rock and Roll and Chicago Blues recordings ever made. This building was home to Chess Records, the all in one record company and recording studio that recorded such greats as Chuck Berry, Muddy Waters, and John Lee Hooker.

The Chess brothers, Phil and Leonard, in 1947 bought out the Chicago based recording studio Aristocrat Records. They had been involved in the Chicago blues scene at this point for several years. Their first artist under the new ownership, Andrew Tibbs, never really caught a lot of attention for the label. In 1948 however things turned around when they recorded a man known as Muddy Waters. This gave the label a unique sound that attracted a great number of talented blues musicians.

The United States had just gone through a period known as the “Great Migration,” where a great number of black Americans from the south moved north to fill jobs vacated due to the war effort. Chicago especially had a significant increase in its black population, and this new wave had brought with them the unique blues styling from the Mississippi Deltas.

In 1950 the label changed its name to Chess Records and whose acts by this point were a common sight on the top 10 charts. They began an active recruitment program to find new talent in the delta regions. Artists like Willie Dixon, Howlin’ Wolf, and Muddy Waters had become the core blues backbone that defined the labels sound.

By 1956 the label had become a huge shaker on the chart scene with over 60 hits so far. They purchased the property on Lower Michigan Avenue and brought in the talented studio designer Jack Wiener to remodel. In 1957 the high tech studio was ready to begin recording. With it’s unique design it allowed to for optimal sound control and the room itself became a major part of the sounds that were etched on to the Chess Records.

The new studio made a 10 ten year run filled with chart topping hits and rhythm and blues megastars. Ranging from roots to rock to gospel and soul the label was a critical part of defining the new afro-culture experience that was sweeping across America. The last days of the studio came with a rush. Leonard Chess, founder, had died at age 52, now a member of the rock and roll hall of fame for his contribution as a non-performer. The studio dried up by 1975 and the label was abandoned.

Right through to May 16th, 1990, when the restoration effort for the Chess Records “Museum” began. The effort is bringing back the original designer of the studio and the original equipment used by the studio. It will open a new studio next to the building, and an archive of the Chess Records master tapes will be kept on premises.

