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When Dylan and Friends Met Nashville

A new exhibilion chronicles an
unlikely musical collaboration.

By ALAN LIGHT

HASHVILLE = Inrecent years, bols of alten-
tion has been padd to Mashville's expan-
shon beyond the country musie community,
a5 rotkers ke Jack White, the Black Keys
and Kings of Leon have relocated here 1o
take advantage of the history, atmospherns
and Enfrastruciure of Music Ciy, USA.
Bui this, of course, ken’t the first time that
artists cutside the coantry tradiion have
been afracied to Mashvalle, In the late
19605 and early 19703, dozens of rock and
lalk acts traveled to Tennezsee and, in & 2o
ries of unlikely alliances, emerged with an
astonishing number of big hits and classic
recordings.

Thi éra is decuménted in “Dylan, Cash
and the Machville Cots: A New Musie
City," an ambitoss exhibition that epened
ast woek al the Country Music Hall of
Fam¢ and Muaseum. The show polnts 1o
three primary forces behind the migration
oo the Music Row studics: Bob Dylan's
journy here 1o record the “Blonde on
Blonde™ album in 1968; the ABC televizion
sersed “The Johnny Cash Show” which
fulmeed &t the Rywman Avditorium from 1963
until 1571; and an extraordinary group of
sesshon musicians informally known as the
=Nashville Cats” who plaged in one form
or fashion on virtually all of these recond-
ings, including albums by MNeil Young,
Leanard Cshén, Linda Ronsthdl, Simon
al:: Garfunkel, and theee of the four Bea-
4

“When Bob DyRan camd here, he
changed what people thought of MNash-
ville” sald Michael Gray, museam editor al
the Hall of Fame and principal curator of
the exchibition, “At that time, Nashville was
perceived as being  this  conservative,
Southern pown thatl was not pecly follows
Ing the trends of pop mekic — basically a
backwater. But aer Dylan came here,

people took notkoe.”

Pete Finney, a goest co-curior for this
exhibition, said that Mr. Dylan's endorse.
ment aside, “Thé réal reason they cam
was the quality of the players, the diversity
and oper-mindibdness, which was & sur-
prise b some of them.”

The design of the show reflects this un-
expected, friaftful dynamic, In addition to
seetions dedicated to Mr. Dylan and Mr.
Cash, the space is ninged by display cases
arranged to highlight the cithes and scénes
from which the visiting musiclans camé.
The center of the room is develsd 1o in-
stroments, artifacts and listening kioaks
leasaring 16 players who foemed the core
of the Naskvilbe Cats — names like Nor-
Bt Putnam; Hargus Robbing, aka, Pig:
andt Kenny Buitrey - and became famibiar
o anyone who pored over classic otk ak
bum credits. A series of poriraits painted
by Jos Langford of the Mekons hills the
hallway leading inte the exhibition. Sony
plans (o release a twoealbum compilation
of the Cats® groatest hits on its Legacy la-
bel

The mevesnent began when the pro-
ducer Bob Johnston invited the multi-n:
strumentalist Charlie McCoy, wivo was vis-
iting New York 10 sep the World's Fair in
1965, 1o drop by one of Mr. Dylan’s ses-
sions. Mr. Dylan asked Mr McCoy o pick
up & guitar znd accompany (e next song
b was recording, which turned out Lo be
=Iresolation Row,® the final track on *High-
winy 51 Bevisiied™

In a telephone imterview, Mr. McCoy
said he suspecied that bn Johnston was
“using me as bait 1o get Bob 1o come o
Nashville,” Impressed by how quickly the
sideman waz able to pick up & new s0ng,
Mr. Dylan agreed oy travel south to make
his rext record, bringing along & couple of
musical allies for support.

In his D04 memdir, “Chronlcles” Mr
Dylan wrote that when he arrived in Nash.
wville, the “town was like being in & soap
bubble. They nearly ran Al Kooper, Robbie
Robertson and me out of town fer having
Jong hadr”™ Monetheless, his trip resulted in
the: monumental double-album “Elonde on
Blonde” which he later told Playboy was
=the ¢logest T ever got to the $ound 1 hear
in miy mind” He retarned o the city, and
the backing of its studio players, for his
next theee reconds — “John Wesley Har-
ding.” =Mashville Skyline® (his most overt-
iy country-based project) and “Seli-Por-
trait”

“Once he pai the stamp of approval on
Nachville™ Mr. MeCoy said, =it was like the
Moadgates opening.” Seon the finety uned,
eiforibessly versatile Nashville Cats were
providing the backbone for landmark al-
bums tike the Byrds” "Swectheart of the
Rodeo™ and Leonard Colen's “5ongs From
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a Room,” and hits, incloding Joan Baez's
wersion of “The Night They Drove Old Dix-
b Dovon™ amel Sinson and Garfunkel’s “The
Boxer™ In 1966, the Lovin® Spoonful even
recorded the trbute =MNashville Cas®
[‘Hash\lﬂlt Cans, play chean as couniry
water/ Nashville Cats, play wild A3 roan:
Lidn dew ™).

For the in-demand musiciang, the arriv-
al of the rockers added to their already
busy plates This was aleo x golden éra for
coundry. music, and these same players
wore concurrently reconding with giants
like Loretta Lynn, Merle Haggard and
George Jones, A< seen in the exhibition,
Mr. McCoy's 1970 datebookt includes a ses
sion with Mr. Dylan s¢rawied in aloagside
work the same weel with Charlie Louvin
and Roy Clark.

Charlbe Danlels, whose =The Dvil Went
Down to Georgia™ was a Nou 1 country hit
n 1979, went on b have the mosi Suc
cessful solo caneer of the Cals.

=The studio musicians in Nashville, al

Clockwise Trom top: Bob
Erylan, left, Johnay Cash
and Bob Jehniton; Mr,
Johaston, belt, Leonard
Cotwes asd Charbic
Diankeds; an imags for the
pew e xhibition; Ernie
Winlrey, an engineer,
Bedr, Joan Baez sed
Norbert Patham; &
jucioet once worn by Ben
Kiith; Prul McCartoey,
telt, the presiucer Buddy
Eillen, Nir. Windrey,
weaked, Tony Doriéy and
Linds MeCariney.

‘He changed what

people thought of
Mashville”
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beasa e ones 1 worked with, were not by
any means hmited o one genne of musse,”
Mr. Danigls said in an email, “They wire
capable of doing a rhythm and blues scs.
sion in the morning. & country $e33b0n in
the afternoon and a rock session al night”

{Mr. Danicks, was singled sul for special
pridse by Mr Dylan: “Whin Charlie was
arourd, something good would wsually
ocome out of the sessions” he wrode in
*Chronbeles.™)

The influx only increased after “The
Johnmy Cash Show™ made its debut. Mr.
Cash, who always prided himsell on his
cathalic tastes in musie, olfered shots on
the program & $uth Young, nof-couniry
artisrs as Jond Mitchell, James Taylor, and
Eri¢ Claptons Derek and the Dominos. Mr.
Dylan's (rendship with Mr. Cash, which
began at the 1954 Mewport Folk Festival,
furiher solidified these tes between the
country and rock communities; M. Dylan
appeared an the show's first episode and
they recorded a duet of “Girl from (he
Morth Country™ on *Mashville Skyline”
The exhibition includes a manuscripl for
the seng “Wanted Man” — which Mr. Cash
sang on his 1963 album “At San Quentin®™ —
with hadfl of the lyrics in Mr. Dylan"s hand-
writing and thie rest in Mr. Cash's.

Mell Young's appearinés o “The John-
ny Cash Show® represented his first na-
thonad television exposire. He returned 1o
Nashville numerous times to record, in-
cleding for his biggest album, “Harvesi”
{1872y, o

“They got my $tafl down, and we did 1=

he once tofd the biographer Jimmy Me
Donough, “Just come in, go out = thal's
the way they do it in Nashville. There were
o preconceplions” (The album alse intog-
dwtid Mr. Young to the pedal steel guitar
player Ben Keith, who would remaln a
close eollaborater for decades, until his
death in 2010.)

This cross-pallinatien obviolsly nepre-
sented & méeting of dramatically different
cultures. The Nashville Cats were used 1o
tightly organteed sessions, often cranking
out four complele songs in three hours,
The: roclorrs, who tended 10 work in & boos-
er, more exploratory fashion, had provi-
oushy associated the country soand with a
bland, formuladc professionakism. Poten-
tally more explosive was the percsived
dafference in political outlook at such a vol.
atibe time in American history. Whon the
Byrds were imvited 10 perform at the
Grand Ol Opry, they were booed because
of thitir long hair.

“The polarization of the ooantry was
getting more and more extréme over the
years we're looking at” Mr. Finney sadd,

“Wou had these extreme cultural differ-
ences, bul then you had people ovérdtim-
ing those differences 1o make munc 10-
gether,

*In the sunimer of 196%, Joan Baez 13
singing antiwar songs al Woodstock, the
queen of Ehe counteraalture” he said “A
wiek of two earlier, Jerry Reed was over-
dubbing guitar on *Olde From Muskogee.!
And just a few weeks later, they're in the
sludio making a Joan Baez record, and Jer-
ryisall over i?

Mie. Dandels played down any sense of
culture ¢lash. “The kevel of respect by ali
invobved was high and natural” be said. "1t
just happened and happencd good.”

Adter Paul MeCariney spenl Six weeks in
1974 living and rehearsing in Nashvilie —
“I'vie just Keard so much about it that I
wanted 1o st it for mysel;” he said ot the
time — and recording several songs, in-
cluding the hit “Junios's Farm,” the pipe-
line 1o Musie City started to slow. By then,
the sound had been integrated inlo so
musch of pop muske, from Californba singer-
songwriters o Brtsh rockers like Rod
Stewart and Elton John, that it no toager
required the Nashwille Cats' louch. But
this ploneering merger of rock 0" roll free-
dom and oouniry ﬂqntgihpllm has echotd
throwgh both genres, LU B COnlEmpo-
rary bands !iEc Mumford & Sons and the
Avett Brothers.

=The studio is & commaon denominaion”
M McCoy sadd “They were prowd 10 be
there, and we wene soexcited they came.”



