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      If you’ve ever seen Bruce Springsteen play live, it’s likely you know what a special
         experience that can be. A case can be made that Springsteen is the greatest live performer
         in the rock era. The length of his shows, the intensity of the performances, the skill
         of the players supporting him, and Springsteen’s force-of-nature personality make
         practically every one of his concerts a masterful combination of draining confession,
         comedic silliness, spiritual uplift, and pure exhilaration.
      

      
      Springsteen has garnered such an amazing live reputation that it is the main draw
         for some fans who travel the world and back again, amassing impressive attendance
         records for his concerts. With such a devoted following, it wouldn’t be surprising
         for newcomers to his music to think that he’s an artist in the same vein as those
         who make records simply to use as a conduit to the live performances.
      

      
      That would be a tremendous shame. Springsteen’s studio work is worthy of being mentioned
         in the same breath as the greats of the genre. The effort he puts into his albums
         is unparalleled, as he forever fiddles with song selection and sequencing to ensure
         cohesion and maximum impact for the message he intends to deliver with each new full-length
         release.
      

      
      Of course, those albums, and his live performances for that matter, are ultimately
         only as good as the songs they comprise, and that’s what this project is all about.
         Springsteen has delivered so many amazing songs over his forty years of recording
         that narrowing them down to a relatively short list of one hundred songs might seem
         like an impossible task. Maybe, but it was also an awful lot of fun.
      

      
      So let me start by explaining some of the rules that govern this humble undertaking.
         First of all, the songs had to be written and performed by Springsteen. Second, the
         ranking was made based on the official studio release of whatever song was in consideration.
         For example, “Because the Night” was first available in a concert performance on the
         Live/1975–85  album, but I based its ranking here on the studio version finally released on  The   Promise.
      

      
      If there was only a live version available for a particular song, which is a relatively
         rare circumstance, that’s the version I used. If there were competing studio versions,
         I used the one from the original studio album. For example, the ranking of “Stolen
         Car” was based upon its rendering on  The   River  rather than the take on  Tracks. If a song was never released on a studio album and was eventually released in different
         versions, I chose the one I preferred as the basis for the ranking. (I think this
         only occurred with “The Promise.”)
      

      
      Finally, and most importantly, only songs that have been given an official release
         from Springsteen were considered. For all of the outtakes and cutting-room-floor demos
         that Springsteen has released on projects like  Tracks  and  The   Promise, fans know there are oodles more lying around in the vaults. You can hear a lot of
         these by searching the Internet, and some are even played with regularity on satellite
         radio. Yet it’s my contention that if Springsteen really wanted them to be considered
         alongside the rest of his body of work, he would have let them see the light of day
         instead of locking them away, even if said lock isn’t too hard to break these days.
      

      
      As was the case with my book on the songs of Bob Dylan, these ranking are based on
         nothing but my own opinion of the merits of the songs. Chart position, the number
         of times a song has been played live, any kind of special place it may have in the
         Springsteen mythology, all of that, while it may have somehow filtered into my subconscious
         over the years, was excluded from my conscious decision-making process. I simply went
         back, listened to the entire Springsteen songbook, and started the process of separation
         and ranking until I came away with a Top 200. I’ve given essays on the Top 100; the
         list of the second 100 can be found in the appendix at the back of this book.
      

      
      So there are the rules. Now it’s time to find out which songs stand out the most in
         this catalog of seemingly infinite depth and brilliance. As wonderful a live performer
         as Springsteen has been and continues to be, he is first and foremost a songwriter
         and record-maker of the highest caliber, and I hope this book really puts the spotlight
         on that for those who may have either forgotten or are unaware of it. I highly recommend
         you see him live if you haven’t already had the honor, but I also think that, even
         if you never see a show, you can listen to the songs in this list and still glean
         all of the beauty and truth emanating from Bruce Springsteen’s rock-and-roll heart.
      

      
      
   
      The Countdown

      
         
         
         
      

      
      100. “The E Street Shuffle” (from  The   Wild,   the   Innocent   &   the   E   Street   Shuffle, 1973)
      

      
      There’s only one place to really begin if you’re going to look back at the song catalog
         of Bruce Springsteen. Even though the real E Street wasn’t in Asbury Park, New Jersey
         (it’s in Belmar) and Springsteen didn’t live there (David Sancious, an early keyboardist
         in the E Street Band who left the group before its biggest successes, did), it is
         still the figurative and spiritual home of all things Springsteen.
      

      
      One of the recurring themes that will pop up throughout this examination of Springsteen’s
         work is the way that his albums roughly represent a timeline in a man’s life. This
         has created a continuity that makes his body of work more coherent than those of many
         of his peers, and that coherence resonates with his fans who can track the milestones
         and crises in their own lives through the similar ones that Springsteen’s characters
         either celebrate or endure.
      

      
      By giving these characters an address relatively early on in his career, Springsteen
         eased the way for this phenomenon to occur. Even though his first album included his
         hometown of Asbury Park in the title, the songs within didn’t adhere rigidly to any
         sense of place. There were almost as many mentions of Arkansas as there were of Jersey.
      

      
      That began to change with his second album,  The   Wild,   the   Innocent   &   the   E   Street   Shuffle. The album’s kickoff track, “The E Street Shuffle,” has a lot to do with that change.
         In his book  Bruce   Springsteen:   Songs, Springsteen copped to using the track as a kind of scene-setter. “The opening cut,
         ‘The E Street Shuffle,’ is a reflection of a community that was partly imagined and
         partly real,” he wrote. “The cast of characters came vaguely from Asbury Park at the
         turn of the decade. I wanted to describe a neighborhood, a way of life, and I wanted
         to invent a dance with no exact steps. It was just the dance you did every day and
         every night to get by.”[1]    
      

      
      There may have been no specific steps to this dance, but even those with two left
         feet could easily shuffle along to the funkiness Springsteen and his merry men concocted
         on the track. Starting with a horn fanfare to wake up the entire avenue, the song
         then rides through the thoroughfare on a Stax-influenced horn riff, Bruce’s rhythmic
         guitar licks, and Sancious’s underpinning clavichord rumble.
      

      
      Springsteen starts his narrative off with a bang of an opening line: “Sparks fly on
         E Street when the boy prophets walk it handsome and hot.” The nifty internal rhymes
         and nimble street jargon are emblematic of what’s to come in the song as he lays out
         some of the major players while crafting an overview of the entire scene along the
         way.
      

      
      His main characters, Power Thirteen and Little Angel, have names that sound like they
         came from a Springsteen name-generating machine set on stun. As Power scuffles with
         the cops and Angel keeps herself busy with some of E Street’s other male denizens
         (“Everybody form a line”), the songwriter subtly creates a world that seems alternately
         fantastic and lived-in all at once.
      

      
      Springsteen’s career-long fascination with dreams begins in earnest as well on this
         album. In “The E Street Shuffle,” “those sweet summer nights turn into summer dreams.”
         Indeed, those dreams will get battered around a bit on the disc’s subsequent songs,
         but here, in the beginning of this tour of this wild, innocent place, they are still
         immaculate.
      

      
      In creating this semi-mythical home base, Springsteen was doing what literary icons
         like Faulkner, Twain, and many others have done by setting disparate works in recurring
         settings. This trick also allowed Bruce the opportunity to do little call-backs in
         his songs. Think of the way that “The Promise” acts as a semi-sequel to “Thunder Road,”
         or how the “The Last Carnival” rounds out the story begun in “Wild Billy’s Circus
         Story.”
      

      
      It’s hard to imagine all of that occurring had Springsteen not had the wherewithal
         at such a young age to attempt this ploy. Actually, it was a bold thing to do considering
         that he had no way of knowing his career would last past that album. “The E Street
         Shuffle” is essentially the beginning of that through-line that continues to wend
         its way through the man’s fabulous catalog.
      

      
      What a soulful, fun beginning it was. And while Power Thirteen and Little Angel don’t
         seem savvy enough to have made it this far, it’s good to know that there are plenty
         of quasi-fictional denizens of E Street still doing the Shuffle as their primary source
         of enjoyment and method of survival.
      

      
      99. “Easy Money” (from  Wrecking   Ball, 2012)
      

      
      Many of Bruce Springsteen’s characters have been tempted to the wrong side of the
         law to rectify desperate financial straits. Way back on  Born   to   Run, the two small-timers in “Meeting across the River” debate a little job that involves
         carrying “a friend” in their pockets to get it done properly. In “Atlantic City,”
         the hard-luck narrator promises his beloved that things will start to change once
         he does a “little favor” for some random guy.
      

      
      So in many ways, there is precedent for “Easy Money,” the second song on Springsteen’s
         2012 album  Wrecking   Ball. And yet the newest version of the get-rich-quick scammer in the Boss’s songbook
         is a decidedly different kind of cat. Whereas the previously mentioned characters
         seemed somewhat nervous and ambivalent about the decisions they were making and only
         drifted to the dark side because they had no other options, the narrator of “Easy
         Money” seems to have no reservations about the actions he is about to take.
      

      
      This attitude is seconded by the robust, positively gleeful music that Springsteen
         chooses to accompany this fellow on his sinister rounds. Set to a booming drum loop,
         “Easy Money” is a celebratory Irish jig. Soozie Tyrell’s violin is meant to make you
         dance and not weep, while the “la-la-la” backing vocals and Springsteen’s whoops toward
         of the end of the track serve to exacerbate the entire party atmosphere.
      

      
      Such brazen music is fitting considering the way that the protagonist boldly flaunts
         his intentions. He’s not exactly clandestine in his dealings, even inviting his better
         half along for the ride. At least the guy in “Atlantic City” told his girl to meet
         him after the fact; this guy tells his woman to put on an attention-grabbing red dress
         to join him on his adventure.
      

      
      Of course, Springsteen isn’t telling a tale of two grifters just for the heck of it.
         He’s using these characters to portray in miniature the kind of large-scale theft
         that goes on every day in America. That point becomes clear in the second verse, when
         the narrator promises his victim that his downfall will come with little fanfare:
         “There’s nothing to it mister, you won’t hear a sound / When your whole world comes
         tumbling down.” As a matter of fact, the only sound that’s audible in the background
         is the laughter of the “fat cats” who can appreciate such conscience-free ruthlessness.
      

      
      If such behavior is allowed by the captains of finance and industry who often run
         roughshod over the wants and needs of ordinary citizens, Springsteen seems to be saying,
         then why shouldn’t those ordinary citizens react in kind with the same kind of callousness?
         Without defending the actions of this guy, Bruce is drawing a
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