Bob Dylan and the Search for the Past

Social transformations, political revolutions and religious reforms are almost always cast in terms of the past. ‘When Adam delved and Eve span, who was then the gentleman?’ ‘Some of the earliest societies, you know, were matriarchal.’ ‘It is time to recapture the purity of the early Church, the true religion of the Fathers.’ ‘Back in the days of the good King Arthur . . .’ The New Thing which is being done always turns out to be an Old Thing—or it is consciously or unconsciously advertised as a return to the past, perhaps to make the revolution seem less revolutionary, perhaps to shift the burden of proof, perhaps to cloak the unknown in the comfortable and respectable garb of recovered tradition. It’s easier to promote a return to the Golden Age than a Brave New World. 

The dream of Golden Age is a human dream, of course, but in America it has special power because Americans seem to be living so close to their particular Golden Age and because America perceives itself as having a peculiar and messianic mission, stemming either from its covenanted relationship with God (the theocratic vision of the northern colonies, of the Puritans) or its role as the great experiment in participatory democracy upon which the eyes of the world are fixed (the enlightenment dream of Jefferson and Franklin). Every American understands that the founding fathers were more heroic, stronger, more generous and large-minded than the present generation of fumbling money-grubbers. The founders were statesmen; today we have politicians. The founders were yeomen pioneers; today we have middle managers and bureaucrats. The founders were cowboys and outlaws and individuals; today we have become a nation of sheep. Americans on the East Coast live not 200 years separated from the founders; those of us living in the Upper Midwest and on the Great Plains are not much more than a century from the taking of the land by ‘Giants in the Earth’. 

What makes Americans feel especially guilty, however, is what they perceive as the precipitous fall from grace these last 100 or 200 years. How have we descended so far so fast? More importantly, what is to become of our special relationship with God, of our status as the great experiment, if we can’t recapture, immediately, the purity and the greatness—the state of grace—which was ours only yesterday? 

I do not think I exaggerate here, although it may be difficult for a foreigner to understand this obsession with being right, with a moral vision that has been projected upon the past so that it can be realized in the future. The obsessiveness stems from the basically Protestant nature of the country (and the Middle West is, as Minnesotan Sinclair Lewis observed in Main Street—a book which happens to be about Sauk Center, Minnesota, although it could easily have been about Bob Dylan’s home town of Hibbing – ‘double Puritan: prairie Puritan on the top of New England Puritan’). This Protestantism is imposed on all Americans, Catholics and Jews and agnostics, native-born and newly come. Dylan could no more escape it in Hibbing that could the Swedish-American Lutherans of Minneapolis or the Italian-American Roman Catholics of St Paul. 

The obsessive search for a past which embodies, as the present does not, ‘the virtues’, is a source of American strength as well as American weakness. It is clearly a quest after the ideal, out of which grow America’s most generous impulses; but it is a quest after an impossible ideal, an ideal which probably never existed even 100 or 200 years ago, and frustration probably accounts for the American neuroses and insanities too well known to the rest of the world. Ultimately the dream is both beautiful and impossible, both heroic and self-destructive, as Dylan’s fellow Minnesotan F. Scott Fitzgerald understood when he wrote the magnificent and absolutely accurate conclusion to his own analysis of the American Dream, The Great Gatsby: 

Gatsby believed in the green light, the orgiastic future that year by year recedes before us. It eluded us then, but that’s no matter—tomorrow we will run, faster, stretch out our arms farther . . .   And one fine morning— 

So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past. 

Most of us dream the American Dream only semiconsciously, and the young Bob Dylan was no exception. Because the dream is necessary to America’s survival as a nation, it is preached incessantly; because it is an impossible dream, what we hear is a simplified, naive version: God is on our side and will make us a ‘suck-cess’ if we will only ‘please her, please him, buy gifts, don’t steal, don’t lift’ and, in general, keep a clean nose.

 This simplified gospel produces in most cases a good deal of mindless patriotism, church-going and war-mongering; in some cases, as in that of Bob Dylan and the generation which came of age in the sixties, it leads to a blanket rejection of the present and the immediate past, wherein the failed Dream is located. The present is trashed in favour of a future, which can more perfectly embody ‘the virtues’—which are to be recovered from a romanticized, vaguely mythologized past: ‘The time will come up when the winds will stop/And the breeze will cease to be breathin’ . . .’
Bob Dylan and The American Dream is the subject of a more extensive essay of mine. What interests me here is Dylan’s search for the past, for the past in which the vision manifests itself. Like so many of his generation, young Dylan rejected the immediate present and what I would call the actual past for an idealized, abstracted and largely depersonalized past (a past minus the’ grubbiness, a romanticized past) a mythological past, which he then projected into the future and finally talked himself into adopting as a useful—if also idealized, abstracted and mythological—present. 

The rejection is well known and well documented: the whole new personal history Dylan invented for himself in songs like ‘Long Time Gone’. Not without cause do the contributors’ notes to Broadside issue 2 introduce Dylan as ‘a young new songwriter and singer of New Mexico’, a state in the American Southwest. ‘The town I was born in holds no memories,’ Dylan wrote in 11 Outlined Epitaphs, not so much because it was not West but because it was too real, too actual. The present (read life in Hibbing, Minneapolis or New York) is: 

. . . just a dream, babe,

A vacuum, a scheme, babe,

That sucks you into feelin’ like this.



 [‘To Ramona’]

Early Dylan lyrics are permeated with the theme of departure, leaving, clearing out and travelling on, escaping the inadequate present. I don’t think it fantastic to consider a line like ‘Look out your window and I’ll be gone’, or even a comic throwaway line like ‘So long, New York. Howdy, East Orange’ as a rejection of the immediate, personal present which has failed to measure up to the Dream. (Some other sixties songs spring immediately to mind in this context: Phil Ochs’ ‘The Scorpion Departs (And Never Returns)’ and ‘The World Began in Eden (But It Ended in Los Angeles)’ and David Crosby’s ‘Wooden Ships’—songs of political self-exile.) 

The subject at hand, however, is Dylan’s search for a usable, if idealized past. We have not far to look for evidence: the first two lines of the first song of Writings and Drawings by Bob Dylan,’ ‘Talking New York’ (1962): 


Ramblin’ outa the wild West,


Leavin’ the towns I love the best . . .

The Hibbing, Minnesota described in 11 Outlined Epitaphs and ‘North Country Blues’ is not exactly a part of the ‘Wild West’. The towns of ‘the Wild West’ are, in fact, fictions of Dylan’s mythic imagination, embodiments in his—and America’s—consciousness of a pure, if raw, American justice and democracy, a virtuous counterweight to a present full of ‘people goin’ down to the ground’ and folks who will’ rob you with a fountain pen’ and people who will ‘kick you when you’re up and knock you when you’re down’. 

Significantly, Dylan localizes wholesomeness ‘out West’; the corruption is East, in New York. Also significantly, the wholesomeness is not only West, it is rural, as the decadence is not only Fast but urban. ‘Take all the smog in Cal-i-for-ne-ay’, and the dust of Oklahoma and the dirt of the Rocky Mountain mines, Dylan claimed in ‘Hard Times in New York Town’: ‘and it’s all much cleaner than the New York kind’. The glory of America, he suggested in ‘Let Me Die In My Footsteps’, is to be found in the rural West, where land meets sun, in Nevada, New Mexico, Arizona, Idaho, the last of the true West. 

As I have suggested, Americans fix their Golden Age in one of three places: the colonies at the times of the Revolution, the pioneers of the agrarian frontier, and the cowboy days (which probably never were) of the Old West. Dylan embraces this mythology and this past, not only in ‘Talking New York’ but in songs like ‘Rambling Gambling Willie’. Willie is, of course, from out West’: the Mississippi River, up Cripple Creek, Colorado. Like Pretty Boy Floyd before him and John Wesley Harding after, he is honest, even generous, although an outlaw—a man on square with God and neighbour. He supports his wives and his kids, spreads his money far and wide, helps the sick and poor. He is also more archetypal than actual. When the mythological West must give way to the actual West, as in a song like ‘Ballad Of Donald White’, we discover that folks in Kansas are every bit as nasty and brutish as folks in New York Town. Even in the Midwest we are taught ‘the laws to abide’ and that the land we live in has God on its side. William Zantzinger may kill Hattie Carroll in Baltimore, but Hollis Brown kills himself, his wife and five children on a farm in South Dakota. 

The most important lyrics in any analysis of Bob Dylan’s search for a past are those which relate to his own youth in Hibbing: ‘Ballad for a Friend’, ‘Bob Dylan’s Dream’, and ‘Girl Of The North Country’. Unlike his poems on Hibbing and the North Country, which are realistic and therefore critical and dismissive, these songs are romantic, idealized and almost mythical. They suggest what we all know: that even in the most corrupt and corrupting societies, some measure of honesty and dignity can be found among members of small, personalized, ‘humanized’ communities. ‘America is a lost nation today . . . but a saving remnant remains.’ 

Or ‘remained’. These songs are all cast in the past: even young love and early friendship are best viewed over the shoulder. The ‘Girl of the North Country’ once was a true love of Dylan’s; right now she might or might not remember him at all. Still, he is kinder to her than to any other lover I can think of, sending a long-distance hello and admitting reverence, not so much for her as for her memory: 


. . . I’ve often prayed

 
In the darkness of my night


In the brightness of my day. 

Idealized almost to the point of abstraction, she is love and warmth pitched against the wind and storm outside. 

‘Ballad For a Friend’ is a less well known and slightly more complex song. Dylan’s friend is gone, killed by a diesel truck on a Utah road. So the song is a celebration of personal relationships past—‘I had no better friend than he’. Dylan manages a larger dimension, however, by juxtaposing the truck against the railroad in the line: ‘Now that train is a-graveyard bound’. One of the great sorrows of recent American history has been the passing of the railroad, so that the train has become part of that heroic, mythical past which is considered somehow morally superior to the present. ‘The train—now there was a civilized way to travel,’ you hear old-timers say. Dylan’s friend is no more; the train is no more; both have passed into a mythology beside which the present pales. 

‘Bob Dylan’s Dream’ is the most complex of these three songs, the most fully developed. Dylan sets the story in a dream he had, interestingly enough on a train (again) goin’ West (again). The direction is significant, for as we have seen, the West is associated mythically with the Dream, the East with the corruption of the Dream. Again, it is storming outside; again love—this time in the form of friendship—serves as a counter to the cold and the wind without. Bob Dylan’s dream is lush and unabashedly romantic in the typical early sixties manner: a glorification of simplicity, poverty, unity against complexity, wealth and multiplicity. ‘We longed for nothing and were quite satisfied,’ Dylan tells us, implying what every good Protestant understands: the root of all evil is avarice. 

‘Simplify, simplify, simplify,’ wrote Henry Thoreau, the spiritual mentor of this lyric and a prominent spokesman for the American Dream. Simplicity is the key here (and simplicity is possible only in the nearly allegorical mythologizing of the past which takes place in this song): in youthful simplicity come, singularity of mind and vision, clarity of moral vision, camaraderie, self-sufficiency. In its inner simplicity, the company ‘within’ is healthier and happier than the world outside: a kind of ‘Wild West’ (here more a ‘wild North Country’, with the old wooden stove) contrasted to the New York City of ‘Talking New York’. 

This is all in the past, however. It’s hard to say whether Dylan himself realized the convention he was borrowing, projecting the Golden Age into an idealized past. I suspect he did: the song was copyrighted in May 1963, scarcely enough time for Dylan to be looking back, through ‘many a year’ passed and gone, many a gamble lost and won, many a friend gone and never seen again. Of course, Dylan was playing, during his early years in New York City, the role of the old ramblin’ folkie just blowed in from Santa Fe with the dust of a million hard miles still upon him. This son is, in part, a piece of that role. But it is also one component in Bob Dylan’s search for a mythological past on to which he could project a purity of life missing in the present. Significantly the song ends with a look to the future, a hope for redemption, for return: 


Ten thousand dollars at the drop of a hat, 


I’d give it all gladly if our lives could be like that. 

The theme of the lost past does not entirely disappear from Dylan’s work during the great years of 1964-7, although his attention was focused almost exclusively on the insane, poisoned present. In ‘My Back Pages’ he toys with a rebellion against the self-destructive complexities and hypocritical self- righteousness of the Protest Movement and a retreat into the simple past of ‘Bob Dylan’s Dream’. The present is (or has been) filled with confusion, phony jealousy, pride, prejudice—all the sins which transform the American Dream into an American Nightmare. Dylan sings, 


Ah, but I was so much older then,


I’m younger than that now 

Salvation in the simplicity of youth.

Not until the period of John Wesley Harding, however, was Dylan to return fully to the mythology of the lost Golden Age. From Blonde On Blonde to John Wesley Harding is a great, great distance, and Harding is probably the pivotal album in Dylan’s intellectual development. I have written at length on it elsewhere; what needs to be pointed out here is that Dylan turned his attention from ‘the diseased present’ (‘Rainy Day Women Nos. 12 & 35’, ‘Memphis Blues Again’—all of the songs on the album) to a mythologized past in which he found a dream he could project upon the immediate future-become-present. John Wesley Harding ends with Dylan absorbed—musically and philosophically—into the mythology of the ‘wild West’. 

The album’s first two cuts, ‘John Wesley Harding’ and ‘As I Went Out One Morning’, both operate within the mythology of ‘Rambling Gambling Willie’, the honest and generous hero of the American frontier. The difference between 1962 and 1968 is that Dylan now realizes he is playing mythologies like chess pieces, and this particular legend of lost innocence is a starting point for an album-long journey out of the Golden Past, through a confused and guilt-ridden present into . . . well, a mythological, idealized future which resembles (surprise!) the past of ‘Bob Dylan’s Dream’. In the lyrics of ‘I Pity The Poor Immigrant’, ‘The Wicked Messenger’ and especially ‘Down Along The Cove’ and ‘I’ll Be Your Baby Tonight’, Dylan celebrates simplicity, honest relations, compassion, the moral vision and a small self- sufficiency. Like these two songs, subsequent work—the lyrics of New Morning for example—localizes this new state of grace in the West (‘Day Of The Locusts’ retains the old East/West dichotomy), so some of the old mythology remains. 

The important difference between the early and late sixties, however, is that Dylan has moved out of the temporal past and into the geographically remote but nevertheless temporally present Now: 

Build me a cabin in Utah 

Marry me a wife, catch rainbow trout . . . 




[‘Sign on the Window’] 

If there is any complaint at all, it is that complexification, acquisitiveness, pride—all the usual sins—cost Dylan a state of grace which could have been his long ago. In a small and often overlooked lyric, ‘Wanted Man’ (1969), a clue:


I’ve had all that I’ve wanted of a lot of things I had 


And a lot more than I needed of some things that turned out bad. 

Simplify, Simplify, Simplify. 

Bob Dylan gained his reputation as spokesman for a generation which came to its maturity in the late sixties and has largely disappeared from any position of social and political prominence. It is possible that what drove the generation was the discrepancy between Is and Ought, between the grubby realities it found all around itself at the beginning of the decade and the ideals it had learned—in the abstract and tied to history – in school. Every member of that generation has had to come to terms with the betrayal of American idealism built into the American Dream. Most of the generation raged, with Dylan, during the mid-sixties. Part of the generation appears to have come to terms with itself and the country largely on terms outlined by Dylan in John Wesley Harding and prefigured in some of the earlier songs I have examined: a recovery of the small and idealized past (Western and rural) in a small and idealized present. This necessitated, of course, a departure from big politics and the revolution in town, out East. So it may well be that n finding at least some qualities of the idealized past in at least some geography of the present, Dylan and the generation of which he was a part checked out of the scene deliberately. Dylan, at least, has returned more than once from his exile-into-salvation. The rest of the generation of the sixties seems, even at this writing, still content with personal grace. 

