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That is a very good question, considering I am a full-blown Yankee who grew up in downtown Chicago to the dulcet sounds of Madonna and Michael Jackson. Though I spent one month a summer in Des Moines, Iowa, nary a country tune graced my ears. Okay, maybe Islands in the Stream, by Dolly Parton and Kenny Rogers.

My Country all started back in September 2003, when my phone rang and Kenny Chesney was on the other end. We had just done a magazine shoot. Two thoughts ran through my mind. First I thought, what if he didnt like the shoot, and second, where did he get my cell phone number?

Hel-lo, Melanie, hes Kenny Chesney; he probably has the presidents cell number. It turned out he was calling to tell me, ask me, or rather insist that I come and shoot his new album cover on the island of St. John in two weeks time. It might sound like paradise, but sun, sand, and surf do not an easy photo shoot make.

We ended the shoot the best of friends with only a minor glitch. (Both strong-minded, Kenny and I disagreed over where the cowboy hat would sit on his head.) Most important, the shoot was my introduction to world of country music. I could get used to this, I remember thinking; nice, grounded people with real vision.

Fast forward to 2008. I had just finished a book about chefs and their last meals on earth. After throwing myself headfirst, or shall I say mouth first, into the chef project, I felt lost. Id so enjoyed the process of making My Last Supper, I wanted to delve into another all-consuming project, but I struggled to think of a new idea. I had only one guiding principle: It had to be a group of people that I really knew nothing about. I knew how time-intensive a book could be, and I wanted to explore a completely new and interesting world.

Meanwhile, in my job as a photographer, I started to get more and more commissions to shoot country musicians for magazines and album covers. As I traveled around shooting them, I saw this was a huge phenomenon about which I knew next to nothing. I wondered how the entire country could be in love with country music, and yet I knew nothing about it. My head wasnt totally buried in the sand. Or was it? I did a bit of research and I saw that country music is a huge part of America and has an enormous following. It was time to find out why.

I spent hours listening to country radio and researching who should be in the book. Simultaneously, I started to formulate the list of questions for my interview. What did the singers think about the genre, and why it is such a part of the essence of American culture? Id noticed that religion and tradition play a huge part. I wondered whether they had a clear moment when they knew they had to be a singer. What songs did they love? What inspired them? Somewhere along the way, the book began to take shape. And my list of 50 artists was born.

Then came the hard part: getting in contact with the country singers. I wasnt sure where to start. So I contacted them all. I called, I emailed, again and again, conducting a kind of a mini-stalking operation. Often, there was no response, but once in while someone replied. Tracking down these stars became an obsession. The whole thing became an obsession. As I learned the history and the ins and outs of the country music scene, past and present, I became fascinated and enchanted by what I found.

I spent days traveling to beautiful pockets of the country Id never visited before. I went to a decommissioned Tennessee prison, an old ironworks factory, the Hee Haw TV studio, and even spent time in George Joness basement. I met all the branches of the local Nashville military, who came together for a shoot, and honestly, Ill bet I could navigate my way around the Grand Ole Opry with my eyes closed.

Music Cityas Nashville is called over the loudspeaker when you land at the airportbecame my second home. I knew where to get free Wi-Fi, where to buy the best meat and three, and where to procure the best wholesale couture in the country. I met some lovely people who guided me and helped me navigate the town. Many times they were shocked that I wasnt getting through to some of the artists and took it upon themselves to call them right there and then.

As I put down my camera after 50 shoots in 9 months, my feelings are bittersweet. I will miss visiting Nashville regularly to meet the artists and people who trusted me and allowed me to shoot them. I am thankful that I had the chance to dip into a world that I knew nothing about. I wonder sometimes if I bit off more than I could chew, as 9 months is hardly enough time to really understand the complexity of an art form. However, I view this project more as a snapshot and a celebration of country music today. My greatest discovery? Country music, like ancient cave paintings or poetry, is a collective way to laugh, cry, mourn, and, most important, to tell the stories that make us who we are.

Melanie Dunea
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DESCRIBE YOUR ULTIMATE MUSICAL PERFORMANCE.

A behind-closed-doors jam session in Jamaica with Bob Marley and the original Wailers . . . the kind of jam session you record and 50 years later, they find it in a closetand cant believe it really exists.

HAVE YOU EVER HEARD A SONG YOU WISH THAT YOU HAD WRITTEN?

Every day. Every time I listen to a Jackson Browne record.

WAS THERE A MOMENT WHEN YOU KNEW YOU HAD TO BE A COUNTRY MUSICIAN?

Really, this is just what Ive always done. You dont decide youre going to be a musician instead of leading a normal life. Youre called, and you goand sometimes you just never go back.

DO YOU HAVE ANY SPECIAL THING YOU DO BEFORE YOU PERFORM?

The Vibe Room . . . getting all the guys together. We crank up the music and shake off the day so we can remember why were there.

IF YOU WERENT A SINGER, WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE BEEN?

I cant imagine, but Id like to think it would be something creative.

IF YOU COULD THANK GOD IN PERSON FOR ONE THING, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

The power music has in peoples lives. The idea that you can hear a song, and it tells you something about your life . . . or how you feel when you dont have the words. It lets you understand in a way I dont think anything else can.

WHAT MAKES COUNTRY MUSIC THE HEART AND SOUL OF AMERICA?

The fans.
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DESCRIBE YOUR ULTIMATE MUSICAL PERFORMANCE.

Im getting to do the Ryman Auditorium, which is one of my dreams. I like to think of myself as one of the outlaws . . . I would love to do a performance in a womens prison. It would be so amazing to hear the prisoners stories, having an artist come in that could relate to them through their music . . . I would have just some kick-ass chicks come and perform with me . . . Jessi Colter, Emmylou Harris, Gretchen Wilson.

HAVE YOU EVER HEARD A SONG YOU WISH THAT YOU HAD WRITTEN?

The Way I Am, by Merle Haggard. Red Dirt Girl, by Emmylou Harris.

WAS THERE A MOMENT WHEN YOU KNEW YOU HAD TO BE A COUNTRY MUSICIAN?

You know, I went to the Garth Brooks concert when I was 10 years old. I looked out at the crowd watching Garth, and I had tears rolling down my face, and something clicked; I was that overwhelmed. I knew that something would come out of that.

DO YOU HAVE ANY SPECIAL THING YOU DO BEFORE YOU PERFORM?

I watch videos. I love watching live DVDs. Im really into Elvis. I am just now falling in love with him. I turn to Beyonc, Tina Turner, artists that I love, to get inspired. I have a stage persona just like Beyonc.

IF YOU WERENT A SINGER, WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE BEEN?

I have no other skills . . . hell, I might be in prison.

IF YOU COULD THANK GOD IN PERSON FOR ONE THING, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

There are so many things that I want to thank Him for . . . He knows what they are.

WHAT MAKES COUNTRY MUSIC THE HEART AND SOUL OF AMERICA?

Country music tells the truth. Pure and simple. It may not always paint the prettiest picture when it deals with heartbreak, drinking, and cheating, but those are parts of real life. Country music is real.
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DESCRIBE YOUR ULTIMATE MUSICAL PERFORMANCE.

At the Ryman Auditorium. I dont know who the accompanying musicians would be, cause I have so many musicians that I like, it would be a cacophony of music.

HAVE YOU EVER HEARD A SONG YOU WISH THAT YOU HAD WRITTEN?

Hickory Wind, by Gram Parsons.

WAS THERE A MOMENT WHEN YOU KNEW YOU HAD TO BE A COUNTRY MUSICIAN?

I had been singing bluegrass music as a teenager, and when I heard George Jones, I knew I had to add country to my sound.

DO YOU HAVE ANY SPECIAL THING YOU DO BEFORE YOU PERFORM?

I like to be able to sing and play the guitar to warm up, but sometimes there isnt enough time.

IF YOU WERENT A SINGER, WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE BEEN?

A tai chi master.

IF YOU COULD THANK GOD IN PERSON FOR ONE THING, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

Life.

WHAT MAKES COUNTRY MUSIC THE HEART AND SOUL OF AMERICA?

Because its honest and real and it does have heart and soul.
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DESCRIBE YOUR ULTIMATE MUSICAL PERFORMANCE.

There are so many artists that Id love to play with. Its kind of hard to answer. Its like when someone asks me which of my songs I like the bestits the one I am singing at the moment. The only thing I would really like is to have a performance where my mother, who passed a long time ago, could be part of it, for her to be sitting there and watching me perform.

HAVE YOU EVER HEARD A SONG YOU WISH THAT YOU HAD WRITTEN?

There are so many of them. Help Me Make It Through the Night is one. All of Kris Kristoffersons songs and all of Ben Peterss songs.

WAS THERE A MOMENT WHEN YOU KNEW YOU HAD TO BE A COUNTRY MUSICIAN?

My dream was to go to the major leagues as a baseball player and break all of the records by the time I was 35. Every kid has a dream, and that was mine. That was my plan. There wasnt one particular moment for music. I starting singing and performing, and little by little, it progressed. Whatever I do, I want to be the best at it.

DO YOU HAVE ANY SPECIAL THING YOU DO BEFORE YOU PERFORM?

No.

IF YOU WERENT A SINGER, WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE BEEN?

Since the baseball didnt work out, I think I would have done something in the entertainment field.

IF YOU COULD THANK GOD IN PERSON FOR ONE THING, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

Blessing me.

WHAT MAKES COUNTRY MUSIC THE HEART AND SOUL OF AMERICA?

With country music, you can find a song for any mood you are in or that fits any situation. Its the type of music that specializes in the lyrics, not the music around it.
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DESCRIBE YOUR ULTIMATE MUSICAL PERFORMANCE.

Someday I would love to be a stadium performer. I have been a part of other artists stadium shows, but so far, I have never had one of my own. I bet thats the best feeling in the world, to have that many people all there to see you! I would love to be like U2 or the Rolling Stones and be able to play to massive stadiums for the rest of my life!

HAVE YOU EVER HEARD A SONG YOU WISH THAT YOU HAD WRITTEN?

Its really hard to pick just one because there are so many melodies and genius lyrics. But if I had to give a general idea, I would pick something classical, something by Beethoven or Chopin that really shaped every form of music after it. Those were the composers of music-altering songs.

WAS THERE A MOMENT WHEN YOU KNEW YOU HAD TO BE A COUNTRY MUSICIAN?

Being a country music singer has been in my mind ever since I was a little girl singing in my moms car. There was never a defining moment when I decided that this was the life I would lead . . . Im much too practical for that kind of thinking. But Im so grateful that Im here now.

DO YOU HAVE ANY SPECIAL THING YOU DO BEFORE YOU PERFORM?

My band members and I get together about 15 minutes before showtime to hang out. We always say a prayer before we walk onstage.

IF YOU WERENT A SINGER, WHAT WOULD YOU HAVE BEEN?

I went to college to be a broadcast journalist. You mightve seen me on the news.

IF YOU COULD THANK GOD IN PERSON FOR ONE THING, WHAT WOULD IT BE?

Someday, I plan to thank God for a lot of things. Mostly, I would thank Him for letting me be born into such a wonderful family in America. They are in every fiber of me and shaped my life so much. But I know Ill spend the rest of eternity thanking God for everything else!

WHAT MAKES COUNTRY MUSIC THE HEART AND SOUL OF AMERICA?

Its honest. Everyone can relate to it because country music is about life.
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