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Honky Tonk: Portraits
of Country Music
By Henry Horenstein
W.W. Norton & Company,
143 pages, $50. 

F or many, the last great period of
country music was the 1970s.

Despite the contrasting changes in
style, singers sporting Rhinestone
suits and coiffed hairstyles began
sharing dressing rooms and stages
with long-haired outlaw entertainers
once frowned upon by Nashville’s
finest. In Honky Tonk: Portraits of
Country Music, a coffee table-style
book of black-and-white photo-
graphs, Henry Horenstein captures
country music’s charming essence in
the midst of this hillbilly evolution. 

Horenstein’s photography career
spans 40 years. Among his 30 plus
books are popular instructional texts
including Black & White Photography,
Beyond Basic Photography, and
Digital Photography. For this latest
volume, he doesn’t focus only on the
stars. When not backstage at the
Grand Ole Opry or hanging out in a
Ramada Inn with Jerry Lee Lewis,
Horenstein snapped shots of patrons
in roadhouse lounges and bluegrass
festival parking lots from Texas to
Massachusetts. 

In Honky Tonk, he portrays a
young Hank Williams, Jr., before the
accident that disfigured Williams’ face,
which forced the singer to grow a
beard and adopt a policy of never
being seen without sunglasses. There’s
a glorious image of Mother Maybelle
Carter strumming an autoharp as she
performs with the Carter Family, all of
whom are dressed in long angelic
gowns. An immaculately attired Tex
Ritter (a dead-ringer for Babe Ruth)
signs an autograph as he smiles into
Horenstein’s camera lens. Drunken
couples dance at Tootsie’s Orchid
Lounge near the Ryman Auditorium,
formerly the longtime home of the
Grand Ole Opry. Intoxicated women
sit in men’s laps at tables stacked with
empty cans of Schlitz beer.

Dolly Parton and Porter Wagoner
were two of Horenstein’s favorite
subjects. “Porter and Dolly were
quite friendly,” he recalls from his
Boston home in a recent telephone
chat. “Dolly was a doll. She was

exactly what you would imag-
ine: the funniest, smartest
woman. Completely engaging.”   

A few stars were wary of
being photographed, including
J.D. Crowe of the band J.D.
Crowe and New South. “I went
down to Lexington, Kentucky, to
shoot him. At the time Ricky
Skaggs was in his band, and
Keith Whitley,” says Horesnstein.
“I was trying to make a date
with Crowe [to photograph
him] and he put me off for
about three days. He’d say, ‘I
can’t do it, I’m busy,’ and every-
thing. Finally, Skaggs said to me,
‘It’s too windy for him. He’s

afraid his hair will get messed up.” 
One image features a cigar-puff-

ing Jerry Lee Lewis at a piano in his
suite at a Ramada Inn in Boston.
“That was for Country Music maga-
zine,” says Horenstein. “Jerry Lee had
started playing his show and [during]
the second song he interrupted and
he said [to the audience], ‘Listen.
You come here to listen to me or you
come here to talk. It’s your choice.’
And he walked out. No announce-
ments were made, nothing. An hour
passes and I was supposed to shoot
him between sets. And I’m thinking,
‘Oh, man. I don’t know if I want to
shoot him. He’s not in a good mood.’
So about an hour later, his manager
came to me and said, ‘Jerry Lee will

see you now.’ So I go up to the
fourth floor of the penthouse in the
Ramada Inn, and he opens the door
and calls me ‘Killer’ and invites me
in. He had several good-looking
young women around. I spent half
an hour with him. He posed; he sug-
gested poses. Then he went down [to
the stage] after a two-hour break.
Without any announcements he came
back on and did two or three hours
nonstop. And nobody [in the audi-
ence] said a word.”

Horenstein did not intend to
photograph country music entertain-
ers when he started his endeavor.

“Actually, when I set out to do the
project I was more interested in the
places that people go [to hear
music]—the honky tonks.
Fortunately, I got to shoot the stars
along the way.” He’s witnessed the
changes in show business. “I tried to
photograph Randy Travis last year
and I couldn’t get permission,”
Hornstein says. “In the old days I just
would’ve gone up to him. But nowa-
days you can’t do that so much. I
don’t think all the performers in the
old days were so good, necessarily.
Some were pretty awful. [laughs] But
they were more who they were.” &

Shooting Stars
A new book documents the 1970s country music scene.
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Clockwise from top left: 
Tootsie’s Orchid Lounge, Nashville,

1974; Hank Williams, Jr., 1973; Porter
Wagoner, 1972; Little Jimmy Dickens,

2000; Fred’s Lounge, Mamou, LA,
1977; Waylon Jennings, 1976.


