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Goodnight, Irene
Attributed to Huddie "Lead Belly" Ledbetter (1888-1949)

From Harper Tasche * printed with permission * Puget Sound Folk Harp Society * www.reigningharps.com * WFHF 2019

Huddie William "Lead Belly" Ledbetter performed this as early as 1908, but by the 1930s it was his signature song self-accompanied 
with a 12-string guitar.  (He never claimed to have written it; he learned it from an uncle, and evidence suggests connections to 
many of the "Irene" songs common to the mid-1800s.)  Musicologists John and Alan Lomax, who heard Lead Belly playing in the 
Louisiana State Penitentiary, recorded his performances of several songs (including this one) for the Library of Congress in 1936; 
these recordings received a Grammy Hall of Fame Award in 2002.  Lead Belly's "Irene" was popular in the New York blues scene of 
the 1930s, and with the emerging "leftist" folk music audiences of the 1940s, but commercial success eluded both the song and the 
singer.  Less than a year after Lead Belly's death in 1949, a deeply edited "Irene" (called "dehydrated" and "prettied up" in a 
contemporary Time Magazine article) was released by the folk group The Weavers, and their version stayed at #1 on Billboard 
Magazine's charts for 13 weeks.  Within months, at least seven other artists (including Frank Sinatra) released similar versions to 
commercial success in multiple genres, and the sanitized, no-longer-folk-blues rendition of "Irene" became an enduring American 
folk classic.  The melody, lyrics, and chords given here reflect Lead Belly's original field recordings from the 1930s.


