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Foreword

Dolly Parton All the Songs has been a major undertaking given the longevity of Dolly’s career and her prolific output. With more than 3,000 songs written, including nearly 750 recorded, more than 200 compilations, and as many singles, 45 solo albums, duos and trios, Christmas albums, and dozens of collaborations, she is also one of the most award-winning artists. The queen of country music who became a star, then a legend and an icon, is gifted with many talents: singer-songwriter, multi-instrumentalist and writer, actress and producer, entrepreneur, and philanthropist. Exploring the world of Dolly Parton is an exciting adventure that follows the life and career of a star who has shone in the skies over America and the world for more than sixty years. Dolly Parton: All the Songs is an opportunity for readers to discover, or rediscover, the life and career of an exceptional artist.

A Note to the Reader

To be consistent with the artist’s discography, only albums, compilations, and singles released by the artist’s record companies in the US are listed. Where a track has been released in Canada to great acclaim, its chart status has been noted. Some songs that were not released as singles in the US, but which were released elsewhere in the world, are listed if they became hits (this was sometimes the case in the United Kingdom, Australia, etc.).

The references and rankings provided here take into account only a song or an album’s first release, unless otherwise indicated. Only the most significant rankings are listed.

The reference rankings for Dolly Parton: All the Songs are:

− For the United States: the Billboard Hot Country Songs, Billboard Hot 100 (singles), and the Billboard 200 (albums).

− For Canada: RPM Country Singles and RPM Top Albums.

If we were unable to find certain references, we indicated this with a question mark. When credits were undifferentiated or very long, we opted to include a list of musicians, recording studios, and technical team details at the beginning of the album so as not to clutter the reading process. We have also opted for sources released by the star or her biographers (Alanna Nash, Stephen Miller), and during her major interviews.

Finally, in view of Dolly’s immense output, it seemed obvious to us that the focus should be on her solo albums and related singles. The range of singles, compilations, collaborations, bests, remixes, and live albums in her repertoire is so vast that a second volume would have been needed to detail them all. For this reason, we have chosen to list some of her work briefly at the end of the book.


In 1999 Dolly Parton was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame. In 2022 Dolly was nominated for the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and eventually inducted, though she initially declined the honor because she felt her music was more country than rock and roll.








Angels Are Born in Tennessee

A Birth Blessed by the Gods

Dolly Parton’s family story begins like a fairy tale… Once upon a time, on a freezing night, in a wooden cabin battered by the wind and snow seeping through the gaps in the floor, a worried couple awaited the birth of their child. Twenty-five-year-old Robert Lee Parton, already a father of three, tries to warm the room by stoking the fire. Avie, his wife, her body tense and aching, prays that the doctor will arrive in time for the birth to go well. Outside, under the gusts of wind, a horse moves carefully along a mountain ridge. One false step and both man and animal will not survive. On the night of January 19, 1946, near the banks of Little Pigeon River in the heart of the Great Smoky Mountains in eastern Tennessee, the Parton family celebrates the birth of their daughter and pays the doctor with a bag of corn. So it was that the life of Dolly Rebecca Parton began, the fourth of twelve siblings.

Dolly spent her childhood and adolescence with the forests and mountains of Appalachia as her only horizon, the wooden shacks with their porches, the scattered neighbors who met at the church where her maternal grandfather, the Reverend Jake Owens, officiated. Her haven, her refuge, and her strengths were her family and her land. Dolly knew nothing of the cities, the suburbs, or the ghettos, nor anything of the countries on the other side of the world from which her ancestors came, and whose songs she hummed from an early age. Despite their immense poverty, she grew up like all little girls, between laughter and sorrow, fears and daring undertakings, hopes and despairs. She knew she was loved, even though, like many children from large families, she did not always get the attention she wanted.

At a very early age, the love she received was sometimes disproportionately important, which made her hypersensitive, a sort of Achilles’ heel that accompanied her all her life, but which she nevertheless turned into a strength. When you have nothing, materially speaking, you dream of everything, you invent lives and possibilities, you use a piece of coal for make-up. Everything counts: every glance, every gift, however small and modest, like the piece of gingerbread offered to her by her neighbor, known as “Aunt Marth,” who owns the land where her father is a tenant farmer. One day, Aunt Marth improvised a song: “Tiptoe tiptoe, little Dolly Parton… She got a red dress just like mine…” In her 1994 autobiography,1 Dolly said she still remembered her astonishment at imagining that a song was about her. That day she felt really special. Some children are told stories, others have songs sung to them—all of which can stimulate the imagination and dreams. Dolly was a great dreamer, which enabled her to endure poverty and then to realize what it meant to wear patched clothes or to see her parents toil to feed so many mouths each day. These memories and experiences became material for songs throughout her career, as evidenced by the 1969 album, In the Good Old Days (When Times Were Bad).

A Head Full of Dreams

As a child, Dolly roamed through a natural environment that was as sumptuous as it was rugged, filled with landscapes and sensations that are to be found throughout her work. With poetry, the songwriter created her own symbolism by associating human feelings with this profusion of colors and perfumes, plants, and animals, particularly birds and butterflies—which she made her emblem. As Dolly grew into her teens, the desire to see the country became more and more entwined with her dreams.

In the preface to her autobiography, the star describes herself as follows: “I always loved books. I don’t remember learning to read, it was just something I always did. I was hungry for knowledge, I guess, and information; I was a curious kid. I still am.” The Parton family’s only reading material was a Bible, sometimes a catalogue, and the newspapers that covered the walls of their cabin, which Dolly devoured. Her childhood was spent listening to her mother’s stories, working in the fields—which she did not like—playing music together, and attending her grandfather’s Pentecostal church, where she was introduced to gospel music and the expression of faith.

At a young age, Dolly heard melodies in her head and had the ability to put them into words and sounds. If she was cut off from the world, the songs of her European and Appalachian ancestors—murder ballads, folk and country songs about murdered women, tragic love affairs, poverty and alcohol that ruin families and couples—made a connection with her, and she soaked them up. She acquired her musical and historical knowledge through this cultural heritage. It was also during this period that she learned to play the guitar, before performing for the first time at the age of eight on local radio stations.

Formative Experiences

As a young teenager, Dolly had a spiritual experience that marked her for life, and she took on certain family values that began to structure her personality and her art. Around the age of eight or nine, hearing her mother and aunts discussing the young men killed in the war, Dolly wrote a song that showed her talent for storytelling: “Life Doesn’t Mean Much to Me” (still unrecorded). In her essay, Professor Lydia Hamessley points out how this text already reveals a profound maturity in the use of rhyme and in the way Dolly immerses her listener in history from the outset: “He’s gone from my world / Left this country girl / To fight in a war ’cross the sea / The telegram said / He’s been pronounced dead / Life doesn’t mean much to me.” The Partons were poor, but rich in their love and solidarity, which Dolly expressed in her cult hit song, “Coat of Many Colors,” a tribute to her mother enriched with strong lyrics about childhood wounds. In many of her songs, Dolly simultaneously explores a personal detail or emotion in conjunction with an event or a behavior from everyday life.

Her uncle, the songwriter Bill Owens, recognized early on that his niece was not only talented but also serious about music. He gave Dolly her first guitar, encouraged her to write and compose, and took her to her first live session at the Cas Walker Farm and Home Hour in Knoxville, a journey that was almost an initiation for Dolly. Even before the age of fifteen, Dolly had already written and composed a lot, and she had performed in front of audiences in several radio and TV shows, which laid the groundwork for her stage and showbiz experience. In 1957, at the age of eleven, the future star recorded her first single, “Puppy Love,” which was released in 1959 by Goldband, a Louisiana-based label. To get there, she traveled more than 120 miles by bus with her grandmother, a journey full of emotions and adventures. Dolly was not a child star. On the contrary—she was a child who decided at an early age to become a country star on her own terms.

Decisive Encounters

When she was about seventeen and on her way to a performance at the Cas Walker show, Dolly was riding in a car with her boyfriend when the assassination of John F. Kennedy was announced on the radio. In shock, as the car sped along, Dolly heard the boy exclaim that it served him right. Horrified, she asked him to turn back; her performance was canceled, and the boy was forgotten. A year later, having just arrived in Music City, Dolly met Carl Dean, the man of her life. For reasons related to her early career, they were married in secret in Ringgold, Georgia, on May 30, 1966. “I never doubted for a minute that we [my husband and I] would be married 50 years as long as we were both alive. Carl is my husband and my best friend so we have had a solid foundation to deal with all of the craziness that comes with a performing career,” she said to the British newspaper the Guardian fifty years later. Carl Dean was and is her anchor, her other refuge. Little is known about him because, from the start, Dolly has kept her private life private. Their relationship was the subject of a dizzying number of rumors, some of them hurtful. In the same Guardian interview, the star told Anita Sethi that she owed a lot to her Uncle Bill. “He’s a great musician and songwriter in his own right so I know he sacrificed his own ambitions so I could have mine.” Under the guidance of her mentor uncle, Dolly began to make a name for herself as a songwriter. At first it did not earn her a good enough living, but it was enough to give her the desire to go further, higher. This state of mind would always be present in the star, like a spur that drove great determination. Dolly worked tirelessly, wrote tirelessly. In 1966, with “Dumb Blonde,” a song written by Curly Putman, she was noticed by the critics and by Porter Wagoner, an extremely popular country singer-songwriter who had his own TV show.

A Collaborative Spirit

The years during which Dolly worked with Porter Wagoner were intense and stimulating. But in 1967 things became tense; the star had finished her five-year commitment to Wagoner, but he refused to let her go. There followed a relational, legal, and media battle. With him, Dolly had learned the tricks of the trade: duets, tours, and shows, which were all new for her. The country world discovered an extravagant blonde who was sometimes outrageous and who embraced the extravagance, ultra-wigged and with ultra makeup, beautiful, and equipped with breasts that in themselves caused too much ink to flow. She was smiling, humorous and self-deprecating, she embodied joie de vivre, and above all, she was talented, even though some people found her voice a little odd.

In the mid-1960s, the country music scene in Nashville was traditional, male-dominated, patriarchal, and sexist, but Dolly navigated it with ease. She knew what she wanted and who she was, and while she sometimes made compromises and even sacrifices, especially in her personal life, she never lost sight of her goals. This did not prevent her from suffering and exhaustion, and even from a depression that made her capsize in the 1980s, from which she emerged stronger. After the adventure of The Porter Wagoner Show, which she left with a memorable song, “I Will Always Love You,” Dolly invested in pop, became an actress, then a producer, and released a series of albums. Dolly is a generous artist who is not afraid that others might overshadow her; on the contrary, this encouraged her to alternate solo albums with duos or trios. Among her great friends and associates, Kenny Rogers, Willie Nelson, Mac Davis, Emmylou Harris, and Linda Ronstadt, to name but a few, hold a special place throughout her career.

Staying True to Herself

On the one hand, there is Dolly Parton, country star, philanthropist, entrepreneur, talented songwriter. On the other hand, there is Dolly Rebecca Parton, married name Dean, the one with the private life, family, friendship, and spirituality. Managing to have these two facets coexist, without one invading or overrunning the other, is almost a tour de force. To achieve this, very early on, the songwriter set limits between her public and private lives, between the stage and the backstage, between her inner self and her appearance—so much commented upon and criticized that she made a song about it called “Shattered Image.” Dolly skillfully presented this artificial image to the media, the record industry, and her fans, while maintaining intact her authentic and honest nature. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why everyone loves Dolly today. She has an unwavering presence—not a year goes by without an event, an album, or a show, without a Dollywood season launch, TV show or book, not a year without giving of herself, like her Imagination Library program. But she consolidates the “other” Dolly, the one of family life, marriage, and friendship, by constantly returning to her origins, her roots. It is a kind of ballet between her present and her past, in order to build the best future she can imagine for herself and her loved ones. In her songs, Dolly also manages to balance this public-private relationship with finesse, intelligence, and talent. Even though Dolly gives voice to personal experiences, she expresses them in a universal form, which is surely the mark of great artists.

A Chronicle of Memories

In 2023, to celebrate her seventy-seventh birthday, Dolly released a new single: “Don’t Make Me Have to Come Down There.” This was an opportunity for her, through the expression of her faith, to pass on a message to her public: It is time to take action to prevent catastrophes. She refuses to take a political stand, but never hesitates to act whenever she can, as a philanthropist in the face of COVID-19, or (more simply) as a songwriter. And she is a songwriter to the ends of her fingernails, which are as legendary as her outfits, her songs, her laughter, and her presence on the musical and media scene. Because it is indeed as a songwriter that Dolly Parton wishes to be recognized, which is now an established fact and validated by her fans as well as by the numerous awards and honors she receives and has received, including her induction into the Nashville Songwriters Hall of Fame in 1986 and then into the Songwriters Hall of Fame in 2001.

From the hundreds of interviews and songs published, we will remember in particular her very specific way of navigating between a chronicle of American society and a work of personal memory. To immerse oneself in Dolly’s work is to traverse several decades made up of love stories, happy or unhappy, stories of men and women in the grip of passion, the darker sides of their personalities, social constraints, the impact of wealth or poverty. She tirelessly evokes these stories in the numerous TV shows on which she appears. During an appearance on The Kelly Clarkson Show in 2022, the star confirmed that she had buried a song in a time capsule under the Dollywood amusement park in 1986, a song that would not be made public until after her ninety-ninth birthday. Dolly Parton’s career longevity also lies in her mastery of the media over the long term.

Author and Composer

When Dolly develops a theme—love, for example—she explores all possible variations. Each one improves on the previous one or sheds a different light. One of the strengths of the songwriter’s poetry is the narrative that enables identification in her listeners, hence the success of “Jolene.” The star tirelessly examines our emotions, our feelings, our weaknesses, and our strengths, with music that communicates melancholy or joy, the desire to dance or to love, energy, or regret. The year 2023 was the occasion for Dolly Parton to announce on her website the release of her latest book, Behind the Seams: My Life in Rhinestones, as well as her partnership with Vinyl Me, Please for a time-limited subscription of twelve records per month.

Taking Risks and Creating a Supportive Entourage

All the big changes Dolly Parton made in her career, all the risks she took, were not so much calculated as due to a sense of necessity, and a vital need to move on. Her survival instinct, her almost innate talent as a businesswoman, and her ability to feel the zeitgeist were certainly a big part of it. Dolly has rarely put a foot wrong in her activities and in her profession, at least never completely. But it has been above all a need for emancipation as a woman and as an artist, and a fierce determination never to be bored, that have pushed her to make sometimes quite radical choices. Leaving Porter Wagoner, first of all, opening up her world beyond the borders of traditional country music, putting herself very much ahead of her time, as well as controlling her image, constantly creating and reinventing her character—a persona, as David Bowie used to call it. Dolly has always known exactly how to respond to her detractors and mockers, in a tone that is sometimes rebellious but always wise, funny, and elegant.

From the beginning of her career, in 1966, she set up her own music publishing company, Owe-Par, with her uncle Bill Owens. In 1986, she took over the “Rebel Railroad” attraction (created in 1961 in Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, on the occasion of the one hundredth anniversary of the American Civil War) and transformed it into Dollywood, her amusement park. Dolly also set up her own label, Dolly Records, in 2007, and masterfully managed the artistic direction of her long career, which has often been held up as a model. Shania Twain, Brandi Carlile, Orville Peck, Miley Cyrus (her goddaughter), and Taylor Swift, to name a few, have all studied Dolly Parton’s career closely.

Dolly is a loyal person by nature. She likes to form a “tribe,” to surround herself with those close to her and to form friendships with her musicians and professionals whose way of being and talent she admires. We can see this first with her husband, Carl Thomas Dean, whom she married in 1966, but also with her collaborators, producers, and musicians. Sandy Gallin, for example, was her manager for twenty-five years. Before handing the reins to Tom Pick, Al Pachucki was her main sound engineer from 1968 to 1973, which represents a significant tally of twenty-one albums. We can see that Dolly is above all seeking to surround herself with friends, to constitute a veritable artistic family.

Even after a change of direction, she wants to maintain the special bond that can be formed in the meeting between two people, in collaboration, and in creation. The lyrics of the worldwide hit “I Will Always Love You,” dedicated to Porter Wagoner, are certainly the best example. Moreover, she refused to sell her rights to Elvis Presley, who, under the pressure of his manager “Colonel” Tom Parker, would perform a song only if he obtained half the publishing rights. Dolly did not give in, and Elvis never performed the song. This difficult decision shows all her determination, and her acute business sense, which contributed to placing her at the head of a real financial empire.

This sense of loyalty also applies to some of her producers. Besides the first album Hello, I’m Dolly, superbly produced by Fred Foster for Monument Records, there was the Bob Ferguson era. When Dolly joined RCA Victor in 1968, Ferguson produced twenty-five of her albums, including her duets with Porter Wagoner. Porter went on to produce five albums for Dolly himself before their musical partnership finally ended. In the case of Bob Ferguson, it is important to note that Dolly was regularly at odds with Wagoner over her artistic choices and career management. Of course, Porter tended to have the last word. “The world and times are changing,” as Bob Dylan sang in “The Times They Are a-Changin’,” but they change slowly and not without a struggle. In 1976, Dolly managed to contractually extricate herself from Wagoner and hired producer Gregg Perry for the album New Harvest… First Gathering, which was released in 1977. A success and a big step toward the mainstream. To confirm her pop orientation, Dolly decided to call on Gary Klein, a gifted and intuitive producer, known for his way of sculpting sound and creating bridges between genres. In late 1977, they recorded the hit single “Here You Come Again” (written by Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil), and the album of the same name, which would inspire generations of artists and do much to break down the barriers of country music. Never before had the boundaries between pop and country music—the two dominant genres in the United States at the time—been so slim. She made three albums with him.

From 1978, after the collaboration of Dean Parks on the album Great Balls of Fire, then that of Mike Post on 9 to 5 and Odd Jobs, it was the turn of Gregg Perry to take over and to continue to drive toward pop, the work on the synthesizers, and other production techniques, in keeping with the then-current trend. We should not forget that this was the dawn of the 1980s: Traditional country music was not in fashion and the Nashville sound had to undergo, not without a certain amount of pain, an unprecedented mutation. Dolly Parton then tried some experiments with the producers Val Garay, David Foster, and David Malloy, most of them very convincing. George Massenburg was in charge of the two sumptuous Trio albums with Emmylou Harris and Linda Ronstadt, then Dolly called upon the talents of Steve “Gold-E” Goldstein, Ricky Skaggs (for the album White Limozeen in 1989), and Gary Smith. This is when she met Steve Buckingham, an artistic and friendly meeting of souls. In 1991, they began their collaboration on the album Eagle When She Flies, the first to reach number one on the Billboard Top Country Albums since 9 to 5 and Odd Jobs in 1980. Dolly would work with him on seven albums, including her famous bluegrass trilogy, The Grass Is Blue in 1999, Little Sparrow in 2001, and Halo & Horns in 2002. After two albums produced by Richie Owens, Kent Wells brought a new breath of pop sound to her career from 2003 to 2014, then Richard Dennison and Tom Rutledge together produced I Believe in You and Run, Rose, Run.

Over the course of these sixty-six albums, the same musicians—sometimes more than thirty years apart—were often involved, such as Lloyd Green (pedal steel guitar), Roy Huskey Jr. (bass), Dave Kirby (acoustic guitar), Hargus “Pig” Robbins (piano), Anita Carter (vocals), Bobby Dyson (bass), Mac Magaha (fiddle and mandolin), or Buck Trent (banjo). They are as much a part of her musical family as they are of her heart. It was certainly just as necessary to create an oeuvre that was of such density and, on the whole, surprisingly qualitative. Because, as we will see in the course of this work, the queen of country always knew how to be surrounded by good people.


For Dolly Addicts

The album Lullaby Renditions of Dolly Parton was released on April 20, 2013, under the Rockabye Baby Music label. It includes eight classic Dolly songs recast as children’s lullabies.



For Dolly Addicts

With 47 Top 10 albums to her name, Dolly Parton holds the record for the most Top 10 records of any female artist.



After the film 9 to 5 opened in 1980, the gates to Broadway later opened in 2009 with the creation of the 9 to 5 musical, which toured the country for more than a decade.








The Beginnings of a Vocation

A tin can stuck on a stick, which she wedged between the boards of the veranda, was Dolly Rebecca Parton’s first microphone. From then on, she would sing for her family or alone on the porch, imagining herself in front of crowds. Sometimes, in need of an audience, she turned to farm animals as her spectators. From an early age, Dolly transformed both the outside world and her inner world into song. So, when she heard a song in her head but was not yet able to write it down, it was her mother who held the pen. “Little Tiny Tasseltop” was her first composition, revealing a real narrative structure that was amazing for a songwriter who was only five years old. This song expresses her love as a little girl for her doll, made from a corn cob.

The First Show

Bill Owens, an attentive uncle who understood that his niece had a genuine passion for music, gave Dolly her first guitar. He then decided that she should perform on the radio. He knew that sometimes you have to break down doors to get your way, and Dolly was not afraid to do that. When she met Cas Walker, of Cas Walker Farm and Home Hour fame, the young girl did not beg for a job as such, but simply said she wanted to work for him. A nuance that made all the difference, and the businessman gave her her chance. So Dolly took her first steps as a professional singer on the radio and soon afterward on television, even though her family did not yet own one. The experience was as decisive as it was fantastic. Dolly stood in front of the microphone and faced the audience. Her dream had come true, but fear had taken her breath away. She was ten years old, terribly intimidated, and even tempted to run away. Instead, she launched herself into her performance, her voice a little impaired by stage fright but quickly asserting itself. In the end, it was a success. People loved Dolly, who in turn loved her first audience with all her heart. This was how she gained an early taste for the stage, just before the taste for staging—clothes, hair, makeup—and everything else she would soon love. Dolly Rebecca Parton definitely knew she was determined to become a star. The other nice surprise was that the show paid $5, which was a fortune when her father barely earned that much for a long day’s work in the sawmill.

Taking advantage of the summer school holidays and every opportunity that presented itself, Dolly regularly took part in Cas Walker’s shows. The trips back and forth with Uncle Bill become more frequent, and each show brought Dolly Rebecca Parton a little closer to Nashville.

Eddie Shuler and the Goldband Label

Edward Wayne Shuler (1913–2005), known as Eddie, was born in Texas. He moved to Lake Charles, Louisiana, where he and his wife, Elsie, established the Goldband complex in 1945, which included a recording studio and a record and television shop. Initially, Eddie Shuler created his label to promote his own group, the All-Star Reveliers. He then opened the doors of Goldband Records to other artists, including Boozoo Chavis, who recorded his 1954 hit “Paper in My Shoe,” and Phil Phillips, who released “Sea of Love” in 1959, the same year as Dolly’s first single, “Puppy Love.” With Freddy Fender, Rockin’ Sidney, and Jo-El Sonnier also in its fold, Goldband became known as the label specializing in swamp pop. Its biggest competitor was the Texan producer Huey Meaux, who released hybrid tracks that combined the sounds of R&B and Mexican music. Cajun and rock remained Goldband’s favorite genres. Phil Phillips’s “Sea of Love” was a hit—and in 1989 was featured on the soundtrack of the film also called Sea of Love, which starred Al Pacino. During the seventies, changes in musical fashion led to the decline of Goldband, which, on the death of Eddie Shuler, was the oldest of the independent labels.13

First Guitar

Dolly’s first guitar was an old Parton family mandolin, with broken strings—only the two bottom strings remained. Dolly was seven years old when she first used the guitar, and she could not get a decent sound out of it. Her uncle Bill Owens, himself a professional musician, had been following her progress since he heard her singing in the kitchen when she was only three. Certain that she was serious about learning the guitar, he gave Dolly a Martin 5-18 Terz Short Scale and taught her the main chords. Always composing on this guitar at home, Dolly used the Martin from 1954 to 1964 and again from 1991 to 2010.


For Dolly Addicts

For the curious: there is a recording of “Little Tiny Tasseltop” available on the Dolly Parton website and on SoundCloud.








SINGLE
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Puppy Love

Bill Owens, Dolly Parton / 1:37

Single: Vocals: Dolly Parton Musicians: (?) Recorded: Goldband Records, Lake Charles, Louisiana, April 1959 Technical Team: (?) Single: Side A: Puppy Love / Side B: Girl Left Alone Release: Goldband Records, 1959 (45 rpm ref.: G-1086) Best US Chart Ranking: Did Not Chart Side A: Puppy Love Bill Owens, Dolly Parton / 1:37

Genesis and Lyrics

Co-written with her uncle Bill when Dolly was only eleven, “Puppy Love” evokes the ups and downs of a childish love, of the persistent crush of a girl now old enough to kiss and embrace a boy who does not always treat her well.

A budding star at the time, Dolly would never forget the bus trip from her home to the studio in Lake Charles, Louisiana: thirty hours on the road, the scenery flying by, and the combination of the smells of leatherette, the sweat of the other passengers, and the fuel oil. Her uncle Bill was not available, so Dolly, who was only thirteen, was accompanied by her grandmother, Rena Owens. At one stop, they got off to take a break, but when they returned, the bus had gone, leaving them stranded with nothing to eat or drink! Finally, after many hours, they arrived in Lake Charles on another bus.

“Puppy Love” was recorded and produced by Eddie Shuler of Goldband Records. Eddie had a son named Johnny, who was handsome and kind, with a dark look and a Cajun accent. First single, first crush… definitely a day to remember!

Production

Dolly was hardly a beginner and had the experience of singing on Cas Walker’s TV show, but the adventure of making this single was new in many ways. First, the journey to Lake Charles, then the anxiety of recording for the first time on Eddie Shuler’s Goldband label. Uncle Bill was not on the trip, and Dolly had to adapt to musicians she didn’t know. The arrangement of “Puppy Love” was decidedly rockabilly, the music that teenagers liked at the time. More specifically, the inspiration for this single was the sound of the very popular Collins Kids, Larry—well known for his stage performances, which consisted of playing the guitar while jumping around—and his sister Lorrie. In just 1:37, Dolly was able to impress with her particularly powerful voice, so strong for a girl her age.

Covers

This first Dolly Parton single was rereleased by Yep Roc Records as a 45 rpm single and MP3 in 2017 under the title “Puppy Love.” The digital version contains both sides of the 45 and covers.

“(It Wasn’t God Who Made) Honky Tonk Angels” is a 1952 song performed by Kitty Wells, written in response to Hank Thompson’s hit “Wild Side of Life,” whose chorus stated: “I didn’t know God made honky tonk angels.” Dolly Parton liked the feminist version sung by Kitty, so she covered it faithfully. “Release Me” by Jimmy Heap and the Melody Masters, itself released in 1953, was a megahit for Engelbert Humperdinck in 1967. “Making Believe” by Kitty Wells dates from 1955. “Two Little Orphans,” written in 1925 and recorded by George Reneau in 1926, shows the breadth of Dolly Parton’s repertoire. “Little Blossom” is a traditional number, originally recorded by Clyde Moody in December 1947, which her other performers—Hank Thompson, Hylo Brown, and Dolly Parton—all co-wrote. “Letter to Heaven” is the only song written entirely by Dolly, though much later, in 1973.


ON YOUR HEADPHONES

The Collins Kids’ delirious, exciting, and joyful rockabilly style seems to have infected Dolly in the Goldband studio in Lake Charles: she moves around so much that at 1:09 you can distinctly hear that she has moved away from the microphone, probably fired up by a short guitar solo completed at 0:56.
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Girl Left Alone

Bill Owens, Dorothy Jo Owens, Dolly Parton / 2:06

Genesis and Lyrics

Co-written by Dolly Parton, her aunt Dorothy Jo Owens, and her uncle Bill Owens, the B-side of this first single tells a story of loneliness, of an abandoned girl lost in the middle of vast fields, rejected, hopeless, and convinced that she has no place in this world… and maybe not even in heaven, either. Touching lyrics that evoke feelings that anyone might experience in the course of their lives.

Production

For the B-side, there was no question of following the trend of the moment: Dolly Parton sings in the pure style of the Tennessee hills where she was born. This mountain music left the musicians at Goldband feeling hesitant. A touch of bluegrass would have been welcome, but they seem to be wearing concrete boots, especially on the guitar tag at 0:38. It must be said that Cajun rock and East Tennessee music are diametrically opposed, both rhythmically and melodically. However, Dolly’s exceptionally clear, high, and true voice is catchy and inspires the Cajun musicians to excel.

Although this single never charted, Dolly Parton has always considered it to be the true beginning of her career.

Album Cover

A smiling girl’s face with wavy hair in black and white: Dolly Parton was thirteen years old when she posed for the cover of her first single.


Appalachian music, also known as mountain music, is based on vocals, banjo, fiddle, guitar, and mandolin, and is played with a swift, light, virtuosic touch that gave birth to bluegrass. It is totally different from the music of Louisiana, whether it be Cajun style (a corruption of “Acadien,” or “Cadien,” terms designating a descendant of the first French-speaking settlers who emigrated from Canada) or Zydeco (a linguistic deformation from “Les z’aricots sont pas salés” [the beans are un-salted], a traditional song played by the Black Creole populace of Louisiana)—and also different from the blues.








PORTRAIT

Cas Walker

Born in 1902 in the same area of the country as Dolly Parton: Sevier County, Tennessee, Orton Caswell Walker, known as “Cas,” had the makings of a character from a novel.

He left school at fourteen and worked in a variety of jobs, including at the Champion Fiber Company, a well-known paper mill in North Carolina, and in the coal mines of Kentucky. In 1924, he returned to Tennessee and started a business selling goods from a wheelbarrow by going house to house. He then opened a shop with a simple, rural atmosphere, where white Americans and African Americans mingled. From shop to supermarket, his business grew and, eventually, Cas Walker became a multimillionaire: In the mid-1950s, he was the head of a chain of twenty-seven shops that brought in $60 million a year. How did he seduce consumers? By exploiting all the advertising techniques at his disposal. He had coupons distributed by air to inform his customers of the week’s promotions. And, above all, he knew how to use radio and television to broadcast his advertisements, which charmed and amused listeners and viewers.

Created in 1929, the Cas Walker Farm and Home Hour was first broadcast on the radio and then on television from 1953 onward—it lasted until 1983. It was a huge success. The hall where the show was recorded could not accommodate everyone, so the inhabitants of Knoxville stopped in the street and stood in front of the open door to listen to the artists invited to the show: these included country stars such as Chet Atkins, Roy Acuff, and Bill Monroe, the “father” of bluegrass, but also novices whose careers he helped to launch, such as Dolly.

At the same time, Cas Walker defended the working class throughout his political career. He defined himself as the champion of farmers and workers. He served on the Knoxville City Council, where he became known for his outspoken stances—he threatened to punch another councilman in a heated debate over land assessments—and for his opposition to what he saw as elitist and corrupt practices in the city’s governing body. Elected mayor in 1946, acting mayor in 1959, then mayor again in the same year—for the last time—he held municipal office until 1971 and remained involved in political life, even in retirement.

Cas Walker died in 1998 at the age of ninety-six and is buried in Woodlawn Cemetery in Knoxville.


A SENSE OF SHOWMANSHIP, A TASTE FOR CHALLENGES

Cas Walker challenged his audience to climb a very slippery fifty-foot pole: whoever could do it would win $50. Dolly got herself completely wet, then rolled in sand, which enabled her to stick to the greasy surface of the pole and win the prize. Some people were probably put out by the fact that a kid had done better than them, but Cas Walker decided in her favor and the money went to her. Thanks to this challenge, Dolly was able to give her family a television set, as she recounts in her memoir My Life and Other Unfinished Business.1








ZOOM

A Short History of Country Music

Country music originated in the eighteenth century in the Appalachian region of the American Southeast. It is the music of deepest America, with its share of clichés that are more or less hackneyed today: wide-open spaces full of cowboys and herds of cattle, clicking heels and flashy outfits, and never forgetting the indispensable Stetson. Country music is above all a story that is written, sung, and played out on the other side of the grand narrative of history, from the Old Continent in the southern United States, between migrations and economic depressions.

Mixed Race, the American Creative Force

Whether from Ireland, Scotland, Germany, Switzerland, Hawaii, or Louisiana, both free and enslaved people living on plantations—musicians, singers, and songwriters—shared, through the mutations of country music, its rhythms, emotions, dancing, and yodeling, their hopes and despairs via a diversity of instruments and ways of playing them. Country music has its origins in European folk music and in the Christian musical tradition, which blends with gospel, Appalachian mountain music, Italian mandolin, Hawaiian lap steel, and African banjo. Its followers adopt the polka one day and the blues another; they may divorce themselves from the Nashville sound to get closer to rock. There are also Cherokee traditions, Spanish guitar, Cajun music, Mexican rhythms, the German dulcimer, and swing intermixed. The foundations of the country “house” are the social, familial, and religious values of simple folk, the forgotten, who toil in the fields and the mines, those who starve and receive only the education they can give themselves. The world of country is home to those who, while they work and sing about their despair, dream of a better life, even of transforming their hopes into a fulfilled American dream, as Dolly Parton did. While some become country through the back door or by chance, the many and the more numerous are country born.

A Genre That Crosses the Ages

Country music is a mixture of traditions and a constantly evolving mix at that. This is what makes the music so rich and explains why it exists in so many genres and subgenres. This justifies the growing and everlasting interest of the public, and of the record industry, which produces stars and unearths exceptional talents whose hits flourish in the charts. The Bristol Sessions of 1927 and artists such as Jimmie Rodgers, a rock ’n’ roll pioneer and one of the first country stars of the early twentieth century, are responsible for the modern form of country music. There are as many genres as there are famous and celebrated musicians and singer-songwriters, because America does not sing with one voice but with a plurality that represents its incredible diversity. A brief overview is given in this book, which is dedicated to Dolly Parton, and this insight enables a better approach to understanding the work of the queen of country music.

Old-Time Music

A music that is learned by ear, such as classic Anglo-Celtic ballads—which are songs coming from Scotland and Ireland that tell a story in a slow rhythm—took root in the American soil. The bagpipes, the fiddle, and the religious hymns intermingled to create the beginning of country music. This was music that sang and gave rhythm to the stories that marked the lives of everyday folks, and it was music that also made you dance. Old-time music can be translated as “the music of the good old days,” a time that was, as Dolly Parton sings, often downright harsh, in “In the Good Old Days (When Times Were Bad).” Old-time music rhymes with stringed instruments: the fiddle, banjo, and as time went on, the guitar, mandolin, double bass, piano, dulcimer, and cello were all added. The harmonica, the so-called Cajun washboard, and even the musical spoons and the bones complete this rich instrumental palette. It was thanks to the early country musicians, and the travels that they undertook in the territory, that old-time music evolved. The current scene is very much alive, as many are keeping the old traditions and techniques alive. The Library of Congress, along with the Henry Reed collection, and the Digital Library of Appalachia preserve and maintain a historical collection. According to Gérard Herzhaft and Jacques Brémond,12 what characterizes Appalachian music is the interaction between Celtic tonality in singing and clawhammer banjo playing—a technique that consists of striking the strings with a finger—this creates a “high lonesome sound” that is still present in today’s country music. Country music was born in the remote countryside and in inaccessible mountains, as if forgotten by the rest of the world. In the hearts of these communities, past and present, people gathered around their religious convictions and shared music. In its cradle, country music was nurtured by gospel songs and hymns imported from the Scottish Highlands: words, stories, music, and rhythms that crossed time, borders, and cultures and that fed (and feed) all country music.

Hillbilly Music

This variation of country music comes from the American Southeast. Literally, it is the music of the so-called hillbillies of the Deep South. The Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck’s novel, which was adapted to the screen by John Ford, is a wonderful illustration of this. The music of rural life often tells terrible stories and, in this way, bears witness to a certain swath of American life: that of Appalachia, whose isolation after the Civil War worsened with the Great Depression. Country music was expressed in ballads, dances, and songs, and in the early twentieth century, artists performed through vaudeville, the circus, and traveling “medicine shows” that peddled supposedly miraculous remedies. The hillbilly genre includes the more rocking hillbilly boogie, one of whose most famous representatives is none other than Bill Haley. In 2020, the beautiful documentary The Last Hillbilly9 was released, telling the story of the industrial decline of Appalachia and the desperate situation of many families in the region. A moving film about a world that was about to disappear.

Honky-Tonk

While hillbilly country music belongs to rural America, honky-tonk is urban. Born in the bars where small country bands perform, honky-tonk adopts a binary rhythm, a hoarse, plaintive, or nasal tonality, and it tells of the torments and joys of city life. Intended for entertainment, honky-tonk was considered immoral under the tenets of American puritanism. Tonk music appeared in the 1930s, and its rise occurred during the Second World War. Many of the clichés that still characterize it today in the collective imagination—the alcoholism of its performers, in particular—come from the tonks of the era, a kind of drinking shack where white men gathered. Among African Americans, the equivalent of the tonk is the juke joint. Because of racial segregation, Americans sang, drank, and played music in different places. With the appearance of the Nashville sound, rockabilly, and rock ’n’ roll, the honky-tonk sound gradually declined from the end of the 1950s. Hank Williams and Jimmie Rodgers gave it its credentials of nobility and, in 1969, it was the Rolling Stones who paid tribute to it with “Honky Tonk Women.” As for Patsy Montana, Patsy Cline, and Kitty Wells, these feminist pioneers of country music, each in their own way, challenged the machismo at work in the world of country music, paving the way for Dolly Parton and other female artists. The piano provides a bridge between polyrhythmic ragtime and country music; a precursor to jazz, ragtime oscillates between the waltz and the march. When a honky-tonk pianist plays low notes with their left hand, their right hand plays a syncopated melody, causing a shift between the two musical phrases, which are superimposed on the listener’s ear. Sometimes, in honky-tonk, the melody occupies a lesser position: in tonk bars, the pianos were often out of tune, and they were often missing keys. Continuing the evolutionary tradition of country music, ragtime and honky-tonk kicked off boogie-woogie.

Hillbilly Boogie

In 1939, country musicians recorded hillbilly songs with a boogie-woogie tempo, a piano style specific to jazz. This gave birth to hillbilly boogie, of which the song “Freight Train Boogie,” by the Delmore Brothers, is representative. Born in Alabama, these two brothers mixed country music with blues and boogie-woogie. The Delmore Brothers would in turn influence the Everly Brothers in the early 1960s. This is just one example of the incredible plasticity of the country music scene and its immense capacity to absorb, exchange, and transform different musical trends. In this case, by combining country and blues, we get rockabilly.

Rockabilly

Rockabilly was born in 1954, in Memphis, where Elvis Presley recorded “That’s All Right” in Sam Phillips’s Sun Records studios. This music was made for dancing while retaining the characteristics of honky-tonk. It found popularity with the public and entered the charts with “Heartbreak Hotel” by Elvis Presley, “I Walk the Line” by Johnny Cash, and “Blue Suede Shoes” by Carl Perkins, to name but a few.

Bluegrass

Bill Monroe founded his band, the Blue Grass Boys, as a tribute to the state of Kentucky, whose nickname is “the Bluegrass State.” Led by Lester Flatt and Earl Scruggs—known for having introduced a new kind of banjo playing to bluegrass—the Blue Grass Boys joined the Grand Ole Opry show. More acoustic, though rhythmic, this strand of country music favors three- or four-part vocal harmonies. The sung parts alternate with breaks and instrumental solos. While it remains close to the ballad in sound, because of its specific tempo, bluegrass requires the musicians to demonstrate technical virtuosity. The bluegrass genre has a predilection for strings (banjo, fiddle, guitar, double bass, and mandolin). “Orange Blossom Special,” a song by Ervin T. Rouse released in 1938, was successively covered by Bill Monroe in 1941, by the Swedish group the Spotnicks in 1961, and then by the great Johnny Cash in 1965. It was “Foggy Mountain Breakdown,” by Earl Scruggs, that Arthur Penn chose to include in the soundtrack to Bonnie and Clyde. “Dueling Banjos,” a standard from the 1950s, owes its fame to John Boorman’s film Deliverance. Today, Alison Krauss and Rhonda Vincent carry the torch of women in bluegrass.

Country Western

The Hollywood films of the 1930s and 1940s made cowboy songs very popular. The singing cowboys in turn became the standard bearers of country music. Ken Maynard was the first actor-performer of the genre. In the western category, we find the swing western from 1935 to 1950. This mixture of country and jazz was very popular in Oklahoma and Texas, and as far away as California and Los Angeles, with stars such as Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys, Milton Brown, Speedy West, or Tex Williams and his number “Smoke! Smoke! Smoke! (That Cigarette).” Today, western swing is still successful, with groups such as Asleep at the Wheel, its singer Ray Benson, and the pedal steel player Cindy Cashdollar.

Yodel

Originating in the alpine regions of central Europe, the first American yodels were sung by Jimmie Rodgers in his Blue Yodel series, thirteen “yodeled” songs recorded between 1927 and 1933. In 1935, through yodeling, singer Patsy Montana became the first female performer in the country to sell a million country records. Bill Haley was also a great yodeler. Legend has it that Little Swiss Miss (real name Christine Endeback), a pioneer in the use of yodeling, was known for her yodels that climbed almost as high as the Swiss Alps.

Nashville Sound, Countrypolitan Sound

The Nashville sound marks the economic transition of country music. Famous producers like Chet Atkins decided to make the rural sound “cleaner” in order to win over urban listeners, and thus the Nashville sound was born. The line between country and pop music became porous: The voice was smooth and prominent, supported by a string section and a choir, as heard with the audacious Patsy Cline. Since country music is constantly evolving, the Nashville sound morphed into the countrypolitan sound, embodied by Tammy Wynette, singer and actress, who also questioned the condition of women in country music and in society in general. This was how country music, the daughter of rural life and poverty, was transformed once again and made into an industry juggernaut.

Outlaw, the Austin Scene

America has always distilled a romantic vision of outlaws, such as the enfants terribles Billy the Kid and Bonnie and Clyde. In reaction to the hegemonic Nashville sound, at the beginning of the 1970s some bands decided to distance themselves from Nashville, both geographically and artistically; for them, everything had to change. This begat another revolution in country music: outlaw country. Distancing themselves from Nashville, the Austin, Texas, scene became the headquarters for these new rebels. The outlaws produced more of a raw sound while still retaining the traditional values of the genre. Among them are Kris Kristofferson and Willie Nelson. After Nashville, Austin became the second capital of country music.

Alternative Country

Other bands rejected Nashville and threw away their Stetsons in the process. They were inspired by roots (white and Black roots of country music), and preserved certain sounds (pedal steel, fiddle, guitars, and vocal harmonies). They are indeed the worthy representatives of country music, bringing together genres and subgenres: country and punk or urban rock, which gives us psychobilly, psychograss, or punkgrass.12 They are distributed by small, independent labels and have attracted a public in search of a more traditional rock sound. In the hybridizations of country music, we also find red dirt, country pop or rock, new country, Americana, and the Bakersfield sound (a nonexhaustive list!)—some of the many, many constituent branches of the immense genealogical tree of the country music.

Is the World Country?

Much of the world listens to country music and dances to it. America is in the lead, of course, followed by the Canadians and Australians, who are also big fans, and also fans of Dolly Parton. In Europe, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Holland, and Germany are especially known to produce artists that stand out. In France, too, singers such as Eddy Mitchell, Dick Rivers, Johnny Hallyday, and Sylvie Vartan have brought back country sounds from Nashville and worked them into their songs, whether rockabilly or ballads.

Country music is mostly listened and danced to in the countryside—those who claim the contrary are often inhabitants of big cities who know nothing about country music! While the Germans, the Dutch, and the British all seem to be fans, this is probably because country music, although born in America, has its origins in old Europe and among the Scottish Highlanders. This is why, when an English or Irish punk hears Dolly Parton sing, they cry—because they find themselves represented in her lyrics.1








ALBUM

Hello, I’m Dolly

Dumb Blonde . 
Your Ole Handy Man . 
I Don’t Want to Throw Rice . 
Put It Off Until Tomorrow . 
I Wasted My Tears . 
Something Fishy . 
Fuel to the Flame . 
The Giving and the Taking . 
I’m in No Condition . 
The Company You Keep . 
I’ve Lived My Life . 
The Little Things

RELEASE DATE

United States: February 13, 1967

References: Monument Records—SLP 18085 (stereo), MLP 8085 (mono)

Best US Chart Ranking: 11









The Decisive Meeting with Porter Wagoner

Dolly Parton’s first solo album, Hello, I’m Dolly, was released on Fred Foster’s Monument Records on February 13, 1967. Dolly wrote three of the twelve songs, and seven were co-written with her uncle Bill Owens. While Billboard and Cashbox magazines gave the album positive reviews, more recently, AllMusic reviewer Eugene Chadbourne gave it five stars.

Iconic Blondes

The year 1967 was marked by the war raging in Vietnam, riots in Detroit, Michigan, and a changing world. It was also an important year for the women’s liberation movement in the United States, and for the art scene. In Hollywood, Elvis Presley made a string of films and married Priscilla in Las Vegas, while the Beatles conquered the world with “All You Need Is Love,” a song that became the standard for the so-called Flower Power movement. Among the iconic blondes of the era, Marilyn Monroe was depicted in nine paintings by Andy Warhol, who dedicated them all to the late star, and Brigitte Bardot, who had become world famous for her role in the film And God Created Woman, proclaimed that she was not afraid of anything on her Harley-Davidson, in a song written and composed by Serge Gainsbourg. The world of country music now included Dolly Parton, who was celebrating her twenty-first birthday.

And the Dream Became a Reality

With Hello, I’m Dolly, Dolly Parton began a turning point in her career, which had already started almost ten years before. The critics were, as always, enthusiastic and… critical. Some found her songs moralistic, while others praised the subtle tracks, but all agreed that the album was very country. Very Dolly Parton. This opus attracted the attention of the very popular Porter Wagoner. The artist contacted her, not, as the young woman had assumed, because she had sent him songs, but to offer her the opportunity to replace Norma Jean Beasler, his show partner, who had left him for family reasons. After this decisive meeting, a fruitful—and stormy—collaboration began, which enabled Dolly Parton to realize her dream: to become a huge star. Thanks to this first solo album and her involvement in the The Porter Wagoner Show, the recognition of her talent by both the music world and the public was indisputable: Country to the core, Dolly loved country music, and country music lovers adored Dolly.

A Chronicle of Lovesickness

In a video that is available on the artist’s website, Dolly appears in a very sixties-inspired apple-green dress, her incredible blond mane framing her smiling face while she plays the guitar. The songwriter draws her strength and charm from her roots in her native Tennessee. The album Hello, I’m Dolly focuses on love, sometimes unhappy, betrayed, dirty, neglected, and even burning, as in “Fuel to the Flame.” The twelve tracks evoke the gap between the lives we dream of living and the lives we actually live. One finds in these songs a sense of gentleness mixed with sadness or anger, specifically on the ballads. A way of testifying to human hopes and despairs: Those of women facing men who do not look at them, or, worse, who forget them, betray them, and abandon them. “Your Ole Handy Man” takes a sharp, uncompromising look at the place of the man within a couple. In 1967, Dolly echoed the demands of women, whether intentionally or not, lending them her voice and carving a new path to industry glory.

Monument Records

The Monument Records label, with which Dolly collaborated for this first album, was created in 1958 in Nashville by Fred Foster. The first artist recorded, Billy Grammer, reached number four on the Billboard charts with “Gotta Travel On,” a legendary song that was covered onstage by Buddy Holly shortly before his death in a plane crash in 1959. Bob Dylan would cover this song two years later, before recording it in Nashville, in 1970, for his album Self Portrait. With this first hit, Monument became a label dedicated to local artists on their way to success, including Roy Orbison (“Only the Lonely” and “Oh, Pretty Woman”), Kris Kristofferson, Tony Joe White, Willie Nelson, Henson Cargill, revered for his classic “Skip a Rope,” Tommy Cash (Johnny’s brother), Hank Cochran, Ronnie Hawkins, Sonny James, and Ray Price, as well as musicians Bob Moore, Grady Martin, David Briggs, and Charlie McCoy. The latter were members of the Nashville A-Team, the studio musicians whom the producers would contact first. For this reason, another feature of Monument Records was the creative atmosphere of the sessions in the studios located in Hendersonville, a Nashville suburb where most of the musicians, including Johnny Cash, lived. In 2017, Monument Records was acquired by the Sony label.

A Star in the Making

Three of the songs on this first LP are Dolly Parton’s solo compositions, and seven were written in collaboration with her uncle, Bill Owens. The other two songs are by Claude “Curly” Putman, a close friend of Porter Wagoner, and Lola Jean Dillon, a friend of Dolly’s, respectively. “I Don’t Want to Throw Rice” is an up-tempo country tune with honky-tonk-style vocals that were commonly adopted at Monument Records. Dolly knew that she would soon be signed to RCA, with the help of Porter Wagoner. Furthermore, three of her compositions on this record were triumphs that would be covered by others, such as Skeeter Davis, Bill Phillips, and Hank Williams Jr.

Album Cover

A blond Dolly (not yet platinum) was photographed through foliage, in a bucolic atmosphere bathed in a soft light, (almost) softening the harsh rurality evoked.


In June 1967, in response to a question for Music City News magazine, Dolly said she had already written between 400 and 500 songs. She was only twenty-one!








SINGLE
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Dumb Blonde

Curly Putman / 2:27

Vocals: Dolly Parton Musicians: (?) Backing Vocals: (?) Recorded: Monument Records, Hendersonville, Tennessee, 1964–1966 Technical Team: Producer: Fred Foster / Assistant: Tommy Strong / Sound Engineer: Mort Thomasson Single: Side A: Dumb Blonde / Side B: The Giving and the Taking Release Date: Monument Records, November 7, 1966 (45 rpm ref.: MN45-982) Best US Chart Ranking: 24 (ranked for 14 weeks)

Genesis and Lyrics

Dolly Parton mischievously dots the i’s and crosses the t’s: Blondes are not dumb—far from it, and they are nobody’s fools either. In the documentary Dolly Parton: Here I Am,7 Dolly Parton admits that she could have—and even should have—written “Dumb Blonde,” which was actually written by Claude Putman Jr. Indeed, this song seems tailor-made for her. It was probably producer Fred Foster of Monument Records who asked Putman, known as “Curly,” to write for Dolly. Until then, with the exception of a few singles, Dolly had been writing primarily for Tree Publishing, a music publishing company founded by Jack Stapp in the 1950s in Nashville. Foster mistakenly thought that her energetic soprano voice was that of a bubblegum pop singer, and Dolly released five such singles for Monument between 1964 and 1966. After the success of Bill Phillips singing “Put It Off Until Tomorrow,” which was composed by Dolly, it seemed obvious that her Lolita-esque country persona stoked her evolution toward a style that is specifically both more country and more popular in its sound. In the meantime, it was Curly Putman who, for “Dumb Blonde,” lent his pen to the character of the false ingenue who was hiding the fact that she was a lucid and enlightened country girl.

Production

In this song, we find the essential instruments of the Nashville sound of the time: pedal steel and up-tempo drums are at one with an unstoppable strumming (rhythmically strummed folk guitar chords), the tambourine emphasizes beats two and four of each measure on the snare drum, and the electric bass alternates between tonic, third, fifth, and octave on beats one and three. We also notice a less traditional instrument in the world of country music: the Clavinet, a kind of electric harpsichord.

To top it all off, the close harmony backing vocals, worthy of the great doo-wop and bubblegum pop hits of the late 1950s and 1960s, echo Dolly Parton’s rebellious voice. A parallel can be drawn with the sublime “You Don’t Own Me,” a precursor standard sung by Lesley Gore in 1963 and produced by Quincy Jones for Island Records: Indeed, whereas Lesley Gore, then seventeen years old, expressed a feminist rebellion in a confrontational way, very much in advance of her time, Dolly Parton opted, with Curly Putman, for the tone of irony and played with the perspective usually given to the archetype she embodied.

In stereo, the sound is distributed as follows: alone in the center, Dolly’s lead voice; on the left, the snare drum, a tambourine, the acoustic guitar, and bass; on the right, the pedal steel, the Clavinet, the backing vocals, and the bass drum. It should be remembered that at this time, mixing desks allowed only for hard left/right for stereo mixing—that is, a track was either completely in the center, completely on the left, or completely on the right; there was no gradation of the stereo field, which required an excellent distribution of the timbres of each instrument and a prior vision of the mix for the recording, which was then still mostly done live in the studio.

The whole album Hello, I’m Dolly generally follows this approach, with a few nuances, as we will observe during the analysis of the following titles. It must be said that the formula found here by Fred Foster, Mort Thomasson, and Tommy Strong is devilishly effective.


For Dolly Addicts

In 2018, Dolly recorded a new version of “Dumb Blonde,” along with Miranda Lambert, for the film Dumplin’, directed by Anne Fletcher and streamed on Netflix. The Dolly-Miranda duet thrilled fans.



Curly Putman hit the jackpot when he wrote “Green, Green Grass of Home” in 1965, a megahit for Elvis Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis, Johnny Cash, George Jones, Merle Haggard, and many others.



Tree Publishing was a major player in the country folk scene at the time, publishing the songs of Willie Nelson, Bobbie Gentry, Merle Haggard, and Wanda Jackson. The company was sold to CBS Records in 1989, and its catalog is now owned by the Sony Corporation.
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