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Being a best-selling rock band was not enough. A serious rock star not only aspired to entertain the public but to alter its consciousness and so in some sense affect history.


—Ellen Willis in the “Creedence Clearwater Revival” chapter of The Rolling Stone Illustrated History of Rock & Roll, 1980


All my favorite records were big hit records. They were records I heard on the radio. It was music for the people. And I wanted that kind of impact.


—Bruce Springsteen to journalist Molly Meldrum, 1995


This guy wants to tell me we’re living in a community. Don’t make me laugh. I’m living in America, and in America you’re on your own. America’s not a country, it’s just a business. Now fucking pay me.


—Brad Pitt as “Jackie Cogan,” referring to Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential acceptance speech in the 2012 film Killing Them Softly

















Preface


Born in Born in the U.S.A.



MY STORY OPENS LIKE A BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN SONG—WITH A car, my father, a life-changing moment, and an indeterminate mix of autobiography and myth.


It is the summer of 1984 and I am six years old. Ronald Reagan is up for reelection just in time for the Summer Olympics in Los Angeles to make rah-rah patriotism fashionable again. Meanwhile, I am sitting in my dad’s car. I reach into the glove compartment because I am a bored little boy. Inside, I find a tape. On the side of the tape is the name of the artist printed in red block letters, which I will come to recognize as the house style for Columbia Records. The name of the album is printed in smaller black letters below. Was I old enough to read the label? I can’t remember now. If I was, the words would have been meaningless to me, particularly the part next to the artist’s name and album title promising “Dolby System” sound quality.


What I know is that I pulled the tape out and held it in my hands. I can picture myself staring at the cover. I see a man’s blue-jeaned ass. A red baseball cap is tucked inside his right butt-cheek pocket. I also see that he is wearing a white shirt and a black belt outfitted with silver ornaments. In the background there are red and white stripes that I must have recognized from the flag to which my kindergarten class was required to pledge allegiance every morning. The photo takes up about 60 percent of the tape’s cover. The remaining space is filled with more words—song titles plus a disclaimer promising that lyrics are enclosed—that I surely did not bother to read (assuming I could read them). The imagery is what mattered. It made me curious.


I ask my dad to insert the tape into the car’s cassette player. He complies. There is silence for exactly nine seconds. Finally, I hear a solitary piano chord followed immediately by the loudest musical BOOM! ever to hit my young ears. I am accustomed to relatively smooth songs by the likes of Duran Duran, Lionel Richie, and Boy George. This is not that. This is a shock to the system. Then a synthesizer enters, playing a recurring riff that sends little lightning bolts ricocheting up and down my arms. It’s a sound that signals the arrival of something momentous and larger than life. A fanfare.


A man starts singing. Actually, he is not singing—he is shouting. I try to make out what he’s saying. He’s been kicked around, I think? He says he’s like a dog that’s been beat too much, which disturbs me. He hollers that he was born in the U.S.A., but he doesn’t sound happy about it. I guess he’s the man on the cover of the tape? I wonder what his face looks like. His voice is gravelly and full of rage. As a child, you are conditioned to fear the sound of any grown-up screaming his head off. But this guy has captivated me. At the end of the song, he describes himself as a “cool rocking daddy.” I imagine that he must look like the toughest dude on the face of the earth.


I can’t comprehend what I’m hearing. I do not know what (or where) Khe Sanh is. I am not aware of Vietnam or Bobby Muller or trickle-down economics or the impact of the recession on Rust Belt towns like the one I was born and raised in. All I understand is that voice, those drums, and that synthesizer riff.


I had cared about a handful of albums before this one. I was gifted a vinyl copy of Michael Jackson’s Thriller, like every other child in America in the early eighties. And I asked for a cassette of Huey Lewis and the News’ Sports because I liked the song “I Want a New Drug,” which I recall being mildly controversial for my mother. But this was different. The sound was perfect in the manner of all eighties music, with shiny keyboard tones and metronomically precise beats. And yet the singer was raw and authentic, like he was the kind of guy you weren’t supposed to hear on the radio. He was more akin to a truck driver or a construction worker than an unknowable superstar like Prince or Michael Jackson. Except this ordinary man seemed to also have extraordinary strength. He was a “normal” superhero, part man and part parable. A walking contradiction, very approachable and yet totally special.


In time I will have every song on the tape memorized. But for now, I only recognize the penultimate track on side two. I know it from MTV. It’s the video where the pretty girl in the audience dances with the singer on a concert stage. Is that the same guy who sang the “beat-up dog” song on side one? The song from MTV also has big drums, but it sounds sweeter. I make the mental connection that the man in the music video is dressed like the guy on the cover of the tape. He must not own any other clothes, I presume. Or maybe that’s just his superhero costume.


By the time the tape ends, I am officially a Bruce Springsteen fan. Though most of what I have just heard has gone over my head. For instance, one of my favorite songs is about a guy who works at a car wash where it rains all the time. When I’m older, I will recognize that the weather is a metaphor for a fatalistic worldview in which romantic liaisons, like childhood dreams and unfettered capitalism, are doomed to fail. At age six, however, I am only focused on the guitar and keyboard parts. And that is enough. After all, I am still forty-one months shy of burning ten years down the road in my own young life. There will be ample time for the album’s subtextual complexity to eventually sink in. For now, unlike the Vietnam veteran in the song “Born in the U.S.A.,” I have somewhere to run and somewhere to go.


When I reach the age where I can offer critical interpretations of the songs on this tape, I will tell myself that other Bruce Springsteen albums are better. As a teenager, I will prefer Born to Run, because my town is also full of losers and I am determined to pull out of there to win. In my twenties, it will all be about Darkness on the Edge of Town and Nebraska, because I am a self-conscious adult and those are self-consciously adult albums. In my thirties, I will be drawn to the maturity of Tunnel of Love, the literary density of The Ghost of Tom Joad, and the early twenty-first-century anxiety of Magic. Anything but the most popular album the man ever made.


Although the question of “best” Springsteen LP is forever open to subjective judgment, there is no question about which one is most significant. This is true on a macro level—the tape I found in my dad’s car is a landmark in American pop culture, an all-time bestseller that placed Bruce Springsteen at an elevated position more analogous to a national monument than a pop star. It influenced how music sounded in the era, but more than that, it informed the national political discourse as well as the idea that monocultural phenomena can unite different and wide-ranging constituencies. Ultimately, it ensured that the most respected singer-songwriter of the eighties would be the world’s definitive arena rocker well into the next century.


On a personal level, that tape profoundly shaped what I would come to want from rock ’n’ roll. As a music critic, it’s my personal “big bang” moment. All these years later, I am still chasing the rush of hearing that titanic BOOM! in my father’s car. And I seek the version of America that Bruce was singing about—the place where hard-as-granite individuals with kind, melancholy hearts work on the highway and pal around with guys named Wayne. A mythical heartland where people can set aside their differences and always have each other’s backs. The real, and also imaginary, America.


What I couldn’t have known at the time is that rock albums like Born in the U.S.A. don’t come along often. A big-tent record that appeals to music critics, radio programmers, political columnists, teenaged girls, and six-year-old boys is an anomaly. And what about that mythical American heartland that Born in the U.S.A. planted in my imagination? In the present moment, where political polarization reigns, a meeting place in the middle for “everyone” doesn’t seem like a dream that people want anymore. The middle is gone, which means the space for an album like Born in the U.S.A. is also gone.


That tape sounded like the beginning of something when I first heard it. But it wasn’t. It was a harbinger of the end. And the end is where we are now.
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BORN IN THE U.S.A. WAS RELEASED BY COLUMBIA RECORDS ON JUNE 4, 1984. It is the seventh Bruce Springsteen album. It produced seven Top 10 singles and is certified seventeen-times platinum in the United States. It is estimated to have sold at least thirty million copies worldwide. In 1985, it was nominated for an Album of the Year Grammy. It lost to Lionel Richie’s Can’t Slow Down.


All songs are written by Bruce Springsteen. They are performed by Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band. The musicians include Roy Bittan (synthesizer, piano, background vocals), Clarence Clemons (saxophone, percussion, background vocals), Danny Federici (organ, glockenspiel, piano), Garry Tallent (bass, background vocals), Steven Van Zandt (acoustic guitar, mandolin, harmony vocals), Bruce Springsteen (lead vocals, guitar), and Max Weinberg (drums, background vocals).


It was produced by Jon Landau, Chuck Plotkin, Bruce Springsteen, and Steven Van Zandt. It was recorded by Toby Scott between January 1982 and March 1984 at the Hit Factory and Power Station studios in New York City, and it was mixed by Bob Clearmountain at the Power Station.


Dozens of songs were recorded for Born in the U.S.A., but only twelve made the final cut. There are six tracks per LP side.



SIDE 1


Track 1: “Born in the U.S.A.”


The third single. It peaked at No. 9. On the album, it’s the thesis track. A man goes to Vietnam, he is disillusioned, he comes home and finds that home is no longer there. It is remembered in retrospect as the most misunderstood song of Bruce Springsteen’s career, with the possible exception of “Hungry Heart.”


Track 2: “Cover Me”


The second single. It went to No. 7. Originally written for Donna Summer, it sounds like a blatant attempt to make a radio-friendly song. Somewhat paradoxically, it’s also the track with the most guitar solos. After the mid-eighties, a display of six-string virtuosity would become a commercial liability. But in 1984, it was pop-music gold.


Track 3: “Darlington County”


Named after a county in South Carolina, which is only about 650 miles from New York City, not 800 like the song claims. In the second verse, Bruce appears to solicit a sex worker. That might be why this song is among the five tracks on Born in the U.S.A. that didn’t get released as a single.


Track 4: “Working on the Highway”


Originated as a Nebraska era outtake called “Child Bride,” which is as dark and creepy as the title suggests. This song, meanwhile, is a relatively lighthearted tune about getting arrested and then sentenced to hard labor on a chain gang for statutory rape.


Track 5: “Downbound Train”


The one about working at a car wash where it always rains. In the twenty-first century, bands classified as heartland rock (The Killers, Arcade Fire, The War on Drugs) sound a lot like this song.



Track 6: “I’m on Fire”


The fourth single. It rose to No. 6. Known as the horniest number in the Springsteen canon. Coincidentally (or not), it’s also the Springsteen song most likely to be covered by younger artists.


SIDE 2


Track 1: “No Surrender”


Steven Van Zandt talked Bruce into keeping this song on the album. Bruce thought the lyrical sentiments were overly simplistic and naive, and he was correct. But Steven was also correct to insist that it stay on the album for those very reasons.


Track 2: “Bobby Jean”


A love song from Bruce to Steven, who departed the E Street Band before the release of Born in the U.S.A. in order to focus on his own album, Voice of America. Steven’s record sounds like Born in the U.S.A. if Bruce had stopped pumping iron every day and started writing reggae songs.


Track 3: “I’m Goin’ Down”


The sixth single. It landed at No. 9. Feels like the least consequential song on the album, though that designation should be construed as a compliment to Born in the U.S.A. rather than a putdown of “I’m Goin’ Down.”


Track 4: “Glory Days”


The fifth single. It went to No. 5. Springsteen detractors criticize this song for the use of “speedball” as a euphemism for “fastball,” as well as the overall “jock jams” feel of the music. But what those people miss is that Bruce is singing about a friend who is a baseball player. Therefore, the use of “speedball” can be interpreted as a literary device that distances the narrator (a musician) from the protagonist (a former athlete), thus underlining the song’s verisimilitude (the narrator authentically knows nothing about sports). This will be the last time I address the “speedball” controversy related to “Glory Days” in this book.


Track 5: “Dancing in the Dark”


The first single. It soared to No. 2, Bruce’s highest-charting song ever. It was also the last track recorded for the album, and then it became the first and last music video in which he dances poorly.


Track 6: “My Hometown”


The seventh and final single. It topped out at No. 6. But it is No. 1 in my heart. Like “Born in the U.S.A.,” it is a thesis track. Only the first number on side one is about coming home, and this one is about leaving it. When I go back to my own hometown, I usually take a late-night drive past the boyhood home my mother has long since moved out of, and I listen to this song. But I don’t think about how the old neighborhood now looks like the worn-out ghost town that Bruce writes about. What I ponder is my journey with this record. In the first verse, the narrator is a kid in his dad’s car. In the last verse, he’s the dad taking his own son for a drive.


And that’s exactly my arc with Born in the U.S.A. I started out as a child playing it in my father’s car, and now I’m a father who plays it for my children in my car. My love for this album has not changed. What’s changed is everything else.
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THIS BOOK IS SET TO BE PUBLISHED FORTY YEARS AFTER THE release of Born in the U.S.A. It also coincides with Bruce Springsteen’s seventy-fifth birthday. Both milestones feel historic. Born in the U.S.A. ranks with the most popular rock albums ever made, and Springsteen is the most beloved living American rock musician. In 2023, he commenced his first world tour in six years with the E Street Band, playing in sold-out arenas and stadiums throughout the United States and Europe. Every night, he performed several numbers from Born in the U.S.A., often in the encore portion of the set reserved for the warhorses guaranteed to bring the house down.


More than fifty years into his career, there is no question about Springsteen’s contemporary relevance or the enduring appeal of his most famous album. Whereas most of his peers have been hampered by the physical toll of aging, Bruce still resembles the fit and muscular guitar slinger of the mammoth, globe-trotting Born in the U.S.A. tour. Members of the E Street Band have passed away over the years—Danny Federici in 2008, Clarence Clemons in 2011—but this has not stopped Bruce from forwarding the optimistic populism that enchanted audiences in 1984 and ’85. Even in an era in which rock is well past its prime as a form of mainstream pop music, it’s still possible to believe in the power of a commanding, charismatic rock star to bring people together during the three hours that Springsteen is onstage.


It hasn’t always been this way. After the monumental success of Born in the U.S.A., Bruce announced in Rolling Stone that he was “Bruced out.” He didn’t want to be a national monument anymore. Instead, he retreated. In 1987, he put out a personal album of songs about his failing marriage, Tunnel of Love, and scarcely used the E Street Band. On the support tour, he downplayed the blue-collar community spirit of Born in the U.S.A. in favor of an artier and more theatrical presentation that leaned on new material and lesser-known songs. Once that tour ended, he officially disbanded his iconic backing group, and in the early nineties put out two indifferently received records, Human Touch and Lucky Town. By the time of 1995’s The Ghost of Tom Joad, he had effectively rebooted himself—in the age of grunge and gangsta rap—as a middle-aged singer-songwriter who made excellent records with limited cultural reach.


And then something incredible happened: at the end of the nineties, he decided he wanted to be a national monument again. He reformed the E Street Band and embarked on a reunion tour. In 2002, he put out The Rising, his first full-on rock album with the E Street Band since Born in the U.S.A. He was now officially back in the business of mixing sociopolitical commentary with anthemic bombast. Upon the unprecedented election of Barack Obama in 2008, he willingly embraced a role that mirrored the new president’s hopeful centrism. Like Obama, Springsteen positioned himself as a uniter of America’s silent majority seeking common ground between left- and right-wing extremists driving an increasingly divided electorate. The unspoken idea was that he could revive the heartland he wrote about decades earlier on Born in the U.S.A. But in the end, as it did with Obama, Bruce’s effort revealed fault lines that have conspired to rip the country apart in ways that were impossible to grasp when “Dancing in the Dark” first appeared on the nation’s radio airwaves.


This book is about an album that Bruce Springsteen released in 1984. But it’s also about what happened before and after Born in the U.S.A.—to Bruce, to rock music, and to America. I should note that I’m not interested in merely recounting how the album was made, though there are plenty of those details in this book. But this is not a biography of Springsteen or a “behind the scenes” procedural. It’s a work of criticism that uses Born in the U.S.A. as a focal point for exploring Bruce Springsteen’s music and career. And as a music critic, I am most concerned with why Bruce Springsteen made this album, how it changed the culture, and what it means all these decades later.


To understand why an artist decides to make a record as artistically and commercially ambitious as this one, we must first explore the dreams that Bruce and his generation had about the seminal rockers who preceded him, Elvis Presley and Bob Dylan, and how emulating those artists in the early years of his career eventually led to a synthesis of their sensibilities on Born in the U.S.A. From the beginning, Bruce Springsteen believed in the power of rock music to heal wounds caused by political neglect and cultural strife by providing a party space open to all. For the rock critics who were his biggest supporters years before the pop audience caught on, he represented the purest manifestation of an idealism born out of the civil rights and anti-war movements of the sixties.


On Born in the U.S.A., Bruce Springsteen presented himself as an everyman with liberal values who could also speak the language of hard-hat, working-class conservatism. A “regular” guy with an uncommon capacity for empathy and sensitivity who also looked sexy in sleeveless shirts and jeans. An artist we could all agree on. A one-man monoculture.


Decades later, as America and rock music have changed dramatically, Born in the U.S.A. now feels like an anachronism. Though if that’s true, why does the album still sound so vital? There are songs on Born in the U.S.A. that are prescient statements about the path America took beyond the eighties and into the twenty-first century. But the overall package evokes longing for an era where we could at least all bond over the greatness of Bruce Springsteen.


This is an album that managed to capture the center of American life. But the center did not hold. Perhaps it never did.















CHAPTER 1


Man at the Top




Contents


How and why our hero attempted to be Elvis Presley and Bob Dylan simultaneously on Born in the U.S.A.





HE DOES NOT LOOK LIKE A MAN WHO WANTS TO CHANGE HIS clothes, his hair, or his face.


Why would he? His mane is thick, supple, and immaculately tousled. His boyish mug is framed by a mathematically precise square jaw that is as chiseled as his cut arms and six-pack abs. The clothes… actually, he probably did change those. The sleeveless white shirt and blue jeans appear to be borrowed.


Then he opens his mouth and removes all doubt as to whether the ensemble has been pilfered: I get up in the evening, and I ain’t got nothin’ to say…


It is the spring of 2022, and the fashion brand Tommy Hilfiger has just announced a promotional partnership with the guy who ain’t got nothin’ to say. He’s a twenty-three-year-old Canadian pop star named Shawn Mendes, and he’s performing “Dancing in the Dark” in a commercial as part of the “Classics Reborn” campaign. “Feeling very proud to work together and reimagine Tommy’s classic styles more sustainably,” he says in an Instagram post. This is appropriate, as posting on Instagram is the twenty-first-century version of checking your look in the mirror.


Rolling Stone noted upon the ad’s debut that the Bruce Springsteen cover coincided with “the arrival of the young singer’s own Springsteen-esque single,” a melodic synth-rocker with a surging chorus called “When You’re Gone.” But Springsteen’s song is about a man who is very much alone and extremely dissatisfied with himself; Mendes’s tune is the lament of a young lover who desperately does not want his girlfriend to break up with him.


“You never know how good you have it / Until you’re staring at a picture of the only girl that matters,” Shawn sings. But like the other song says, you can’t start a fire sittin’ around cryin’ over a broken heart. Alas, the rock anthem about alienation ultimately did better than the pop tune about lost love: “When You’re Gone” climbed to only No. 38 on the charts before commencing an ignoble commercial fade. But Mendes and his handlers nevertheless remained fixated on the Boss as a role model.


As Mendes’s manager told Rolling Stone, “When I started talking to Shawn, one of the first things I said was, ‘You have to go build something for yourself.’ I look at the relationship Jon Landau had with Bruce Springsteen. Can we tour for 40-plus years?”


Maybe. But probably not. Because you’re not actually Bruce. Nobody now is actually Bruce. But before Bruce was Bruce, he also aspired to be like the giants he worshipped. And because he is actually Bruce, he pulled it off.
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WHEN “DANCING IN THE DARK” POPPED UP IN A TOMMY HILFIGER ad campaign, some pundits sniffed that a backlash was inevitable among Springsteen purists. After all, Mendes did not come up playing clubs up and down Route 9 in New Jersey. He made his name on the short-form video site Vine, emulating the early viral success of Justin Bieber. Hardly anyone’s idea of a bar-band hero. But the commercial inspired nary a whimper from the faithful. Would Springsteen fans have reacted differently if the song in question was “Born to Run”? Maybe. “Atlantic City”? Definitely. But “Dancing in the Dark”? That song was not quite as precious. It already seemed to belong to everybody. Just like the album from which it spawned.


The story behind “Dancing in the Dark” is baked into the mythology of Born in the U.S.A.: Over the course of two years, Bruce writes scores of songs while trying to figure out what his “rock” record should be. He’s not even sure he wants to make a “rock” record. Maybe he wants to make another brooding solo record like Nebraska. Self-doubt, as always, is his Achilles’ heel.


But now, finally, he believes that he’s reached the finish line. Only Jon Landau does not agree. He keeps pushing. He wants one more song, the surefire hit that will push them beyond the arena-level success of Bruce’s fifth album, 1980’s The River, to stadium-rock Valhalla.


Bruce curses out his friend, adviser, record producer, and manager. “Why don’t you write a hit song?” he pleads. But he eventually relents and proceeds to compose the smash hit that Landau says they need. His anger fuels him. The lyrics seethe. But the music he will lay down in the studio with the E Street Band is lean and uncluttered—there’s Bruce’s insistent vocal, Roy Bittan’s synthesizer, Max Weinberg’s robotic beat, a nagging rhythm guitar, Clarence Clemons’s sweet saxophone solo in the outro, and not much else. It is spare, but it hits like a sledgehammer. Plus, you can dance to it. Anyone can dance it. Even, most infamously, Bruce Springsteen.


Four months after “Dancing in the Dark” is recorded, Bruce is in St. Paul, Minnesota, for the start of the Born in the U.S.A. tour. Opening night has also been earmarked for the music-video shoot with director Brian De Palma. We all know the “Dancing in the Dark” video by heart—the Boss swinging his arms to and fro like Molly Ringwald in The Breakfast Club is an image embedded in the collective imagination. In his 2016 memoir Born to Run, Springsteen mocks his own “Jersey James Brown” dance moves. He says the video inspires “knee-slapping guffaws and righteous, rolling laughter” from his own children.


Bruce wants you to know that he’s self-aware. He acknowledges the “sartorial horror” and “fashion mayhem” that reigned in the E Street Band during this period—the headbands, the dad jeans, the fingerless gloves, the sleeveless flannel shirts, the Cosby sweaters, all of it. But no one can deny that the “Dancing in the Dark” clip did its job. To this day, Bruce still sees young men show up to his concerts in bandanas and sleeveless flannel shirts. At his home, little kids appear at Halloween as mini Bosses decked out in Born in the U.S.A. costumes. And then there’s Mendes, who wore his own version of this ancient but nevertheless still-recognizable regalia on national television, thirty-eight years after it first appeared on MTV.


The Tommy Hilfiger ad testified to how ingrained the Born in the U.S.A. incarnation of Bruce Springsteen remains in American culture decades after the album was released. Mendes didn’t attempt to inhabit “Dancing in the Dark” and make it his own; the point was to underline the song as a signifier of a “classic reborn.” In this instance, it’s an archetype that has disappeared—a classically masculine white male rock superstar making accessible anthems that “everybody” knows and loves.


Consider the other members of the “big four” of mid-eighties pop—over the years, numerous artists have emulated the sound, image, and success of Michael Jackson, Prince, and Madonna. I would go further and suggest that virtually every mega-selling act since the eighties has one or more of those artists in its musical DNA. Though Springsteen imitators undoubtedly still exist—and not just temporary cosplayers like Mendes—they rarely register tens of millions of streams. He influences cult heroes, not mega-sellers. Bruce, therefore, represents both the apotheosis and the conclusion of his own pop-star model. He has no modern equivalent.1


Rock stars after Bruce haven’t even attempted to take over his kingdom. After Born in the U.S.A., for artists and audiences alike, being the “Boss” of a massive pop-rock monoculture no longer seemed like an attractive (or even realistic) goal. That was also true for Springsteen himself once he entered the post–Born in the U.S.A. part of his career, which began with a decade-plus wilderness period when he attempted to scale back his fame.


But in 1984, Bruce Springsteen felt differently. He had been building to his seminal commercial moment since the mid-seventies, when he had his first brush with mainstream fame during the hype-fueled album cycle for Born to Run. That was the beginning of Bruce being contextualized by critics as a foundational star who could once again unite an increasingly fractured rock audience. And that energy continued to build as Springsteen became a top arena-rock attraction in the late seventies and early eighties, finally culminating with Born in the U.S.A.


“Bands with very broad—or at least very big—audiences continue to exist, of course, but they don’t destroy boundaries; they disguise them, purveying music characterized principally by emotional vapidity and social smugness,” the critic Greil Marcus wrote upon seeing Springsteen on The River tour in 1980. “A concert by Bruce Springsteen offers many thrills, and one is that he performs as if none of the above is true. The implicit promise of a Bruce Springsteen concert is that This Is What It’s All About—This Is the Rock.”


That wasn’t just rock-critic bluster. Springsteen himself bought into the idea of rock music—his music—having a progressive bent in terms of bringing the masses together in ways that politicians no longer could. A decade removed from Born in the U.S.A., in an interview with the Australian journalist Molly Meldrum in 1995—a year when he was as far outside the pop mainstream as he would ever be in his career—Springsteen spoke idealistically of “rock music as popular music,” in which a great song that reaches the masses allows people “in all of their differences” to find “some common ground.”


But before Born in the U.S.A., Springsteen had made precious few songs that were fixtures on the radio: there was his signature anthem “Born to Run” and “Hungry Heart,” the Top 5 hit from The River. For all of his talk about “rock music as popular music,” though, Springsteen had an equally strong inclination to put out difficult anti-pop albums such as Darkness on the Edge of Town and Nebraska that initially challenged his audience, no matter their eventual status as unimpeachable classics.


One month before he recorded “Dancing in the Dark,” Springsteen laid down a lilting, gentle country-rock tune that wouldn’t be released until 1998 on the box set Tracks.2 By then, “Man at the Top” would attain a retroactive irony—in the song, Bruce sings from the perspective of a striver who will stop at nothing to achieve the ultimate prize of American capitalism. “Man at the top, it’s lonely up there / if it is, man, I don’t care / From the big white house to the parking lot / everybody wants to be the man at the top.”


If “Man at the Top” expressed any lingering ambivalence about the dangers of superstardom—isolation, dislocation, dissatisfaction—it’s worth reiterating that the song didn’t make the record. With Born in the U.S.A., Bruce set his sights on the ultimate summit. If it was lonely up there, he didn’t care—for now.
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BY THE TIME THE BORN IN THE U.S.A. TOUR WRAPPED IN OCTOBER of 1985 with four shows at the Los Angeles Memorial Coliseum, Springsteen had performed for five million people over the course of fifteen months. The 1985 LA stand by itself moved an incredible 340,000 tickets. The album by then had already sold eight million copies in the United States and another twelve million worldwide. And then there were the countless T-shirts, buttons, and tour programs, which sold so prodigiously that one promoter was moved to declare the Born in the U.S.A. tour “unquestionably the single largest merchandise grossing tour in rock ’n’ roll history.”


As if the sales statistics weren’t gaudy enough, Springsteen had also achieved total pop-culture saturation. Appearing on the covers of Time and Newsweek upon the release of Born to Run was one thing; in the mid-eighties, he was now a big enough celebrity to appear on multiple covers of People magazine. Chrysler reportedly offered him $15 million to become their spokesman; when he turned down the offer, they launched “The Pride Is Back” campaign, featuring a jingle sung by a raspy-voiced fellow proclaiming that their cars were “born in America… again!”


In the press, Springsteen garnered the kind of notices normally reserved for beloved athletes and nondisgraced religious leaders. “Springsteen’s populist patriotism is reassuring,” the Washington Post beamed. “As uncomfortable and accusatory as many of his songs are, there’s never any doubt that Springsteen loves America and continues to extol classic American values and ideals—work, family, community, love, solidarity, integrity.” The Christian Science Monitor gushed that “he abstains from drugs. Even parents like him.” Then the paper asked: “But is he the nation’s redeemer?” Framing a singer-songwriter in those terms, no matter the answer, was extraordinary.


The most striking snapshot of Bruce Springsteen’s elevated status at the end of the Born in the U.S.A. tour comes via a worshipful article written by Robert Hilburn and timed for publication with the Memorial Coliseum shows. The Los Angeles Times music critic heralded Bruce’s “socio-cultural influence” that “goes far beyond just gate receipts”—that is, he resonated on a deeper level that transcended traditional commercial success or prominence on radio and MTV. Then Hilburn likened that impact to the two most iconic white male musicians of the rock era.


“Both on record and during his four-hour performances,” he writes, “Springsteen combines in his music the festive energy of Elvis Presley’s early work with the thoughtful, literary-bent social commentary of Bob Dylan’s prized mid-1960s albums like Highway 61 Revisited and Bringing It All Back Home.… This combination of thoughtful message, uplifting spirit and flavorful music has given Springsteen an unusually wide demographic appeal.”


Elvis and Dylan. The King of Rock ’n’ Roll and the Spokesman of a Generation. The physical manifestation of white and black cultural integration and the visionary who infused rock with poetry. The central white male rocker of the fifties and the central white male rocker of the sixties. Like Springsteen, they had been discussed at their respective cultural zeniths as messiah figures with the power to eradicate social barriers and build coalitions among previously divided demographic groups. But neither artist had a singular moment that combined commercial success with artistic prestige quite like Springsteen did with Born in the U.S.A.


Elvis and Dylan gave Bruce the material to make his own costume. He has cited both men as influences, though he tends to speak of them more as myths than as human beings. Even when he reflects on his personal interactions with their music, it’s through the lens of how their personas changed rock ’n’ roll and America. Bruce is conscious of how the Elvis and Dylan mythologies inform his own image as well as a larger generational narrative. We are meant to understand that when Bruce talks about seeing Elvis sing “Hound Dog” on The Ed Sullivan Show or hearing Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone” on the radio for the first time, he is representing a larger experience shared by millions of baby boomers.


For the (mostly white male boomer) music critics of the eighties, Bruce was a vessel into which they could pour their admiration for those older legends. For Springsteen’s most fanatical followers in the press, it was as if they had found the perfect rock star—he could move like Elvis and write like Dylan. The pelvis and the brain had finally been fused into one.


In a review of Bruce Springsteen and the E Street Band: Live/1975–85, the sprawling quintuple-LP that capped mid-eighties Bossmania in 1986, the New York Times suggested that the album represented the very pinnacle of rock history, fusing its wild and teen-obsessed roots from the Elvis fifties with the socially conscious and philosophical Dylan sixties. “Live/1975–85 brings to a magnificent synthesis just about all the impulses that have fueled rock music since it surfaced in the mid-fifties as a mass cultural movement,” the Times’s Stephen Holden wrote. “You can get caught up in the visceral charge of its engines, sing along with its chunky tunes and dream its romantic dreams and still feel the cold wind of the history blowing through its pages.”


The year after that review was published, a group of LA blues-metal ragamuffins named Guns N’ Roses put out their debut album, Appetite for Destruction. A slow but steady seller in 1987, Appetite finally blew up in the summer of 1988 and eventually outsold even Born in the U.S.A. Like Bruce, the star of the band wore a red bandana over his forehead and had a weakness for black leather jackets. But Axl Rose was hardly a unifying messiah. Axl’s whole deal was being confrontational—you can have anything you want but you better not take it from me was his mission statement. As for abstaining from drugs or appealing to parents, he was the opposite of Bruce in those respects as well. Axl didn’t knock down barriers; he trashed hotel rooms and invited the haters to feel his serpentine. If Springsteen represented “an all-encompassing Yes,” as Greil Marcus once said of Elvis Presley, Axl was a defiant “hell No.”


Moving forward, Axl Rose was the model rock star, not Bruce Springsteen. Kurt Cobain might have personally loathed Axl, but his personal philosophy was more “hell No” than “all-encompassing Yes.” The same can be said for nearly all of the pop and hip-hop behemoths that supplanted rock stars in the twenty-first century. The way you define an audience now is by erecting borders between one group defined as “us” and another group classified as “them.” Those borders—even more than the artists themselves—are what remind the audience of who they are and who they are not.


Bruce does not point toward the stars who came after him. He gestures backward, to an era when it still seemed possible to reach a massive number of people with a guitar and a revolutionary message. His peers are those two otherwise peerless twentieth-century icons, his twin artistic forefathers. The way in which he became an updated hybrid of Elvis and Dylan on the path to discovering himself is essential to the Born in the U.S.A. story. It’s how the tale begins, and how, in a way, it concludes.
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ONE MONTH AFTER THE TOMMY HILFIGER “DANCING IN THE DARK” ad came and went in the spring of 2022, Baz Luhrmann’s 159-minute biopic Elvis arrived in theaters. Budgeted at $85 million and costarring Austin Butler as Elvis and Tom Hanks in the unlikely role of Elvis’s villainous manager, Col. Tom Parker, the film was met with skeptical thinkpieces questioning Presley’s contemporary relevance. Luhrmann himself seemed to anticipate this in the film—deploying his usual postmodern methodology, he inserted anachronistic music by of-the-moment stars such as Doja Cat, Denzel Curry, and Kacey Musgraves into the soundtrack, making an implicit argument for Elvis having a presence in modern pop.


But not everyone bought into that. “To be honest, no one I know under 30 cares or knows much about Elvis,” Pitchfork editor in chief Puja Patel told the Los Angeles Times. “The classic version of rock ’n’ roll just doesn’t exist the way it once did, and that’s in large part because younger audiences are less interested in it.”


In the end, the box-office performance of Elvis both confirmed and defied the expectations of Presley detractors. The film ended up being one of the major cinematic hits of 2022, grossing nearly $151 million in the United States. However, this was largely the result of an uncommonly old audience—56 percent of ticket buyers on opening weekend were thirty-five or older, including 29 percent over the age of fifty-five.


One of those geriatric viewers was me, an Elvis fan for nearly as long as I’ve loved Born in the U.S.A. I went in with low expectations and came out shocked by how much Luhrmann’s film moved me. Elvis doesn’t mythologize the titular subject, because the man has already been thoroughly mythologized for seventy years. (It’s like claiming that Mel Gibson “finally” mythologized Jesus in The Passion of the Christ.) It also doesn’t attempt to demythologize him because that would be impossible. Instead, it rightly treats Elvis as an idea. Whereas most musician biopics lapse into the same garden-variety clichés parodied in Walk Hard: The Dewey Cox Story, Luhrmann’s film is about clichés—the white kid drawn to black culture, the mama’s boy haunted by mama’s loss, the poor kid left unfulfilled by fame and riches, the lecherous manager who kills his golden goose—and why they still resonate so strongly.


I should add “why they still resonate with people who were born and raised with said clichés.” As a person who turned twelve the same year that Tom Petty and Public Enemy referenced Elvis in iconic songs for very different reasons, I’m on the young end of that spectrum. Unlike Bohemian Rhapsody—a dumb but effective film that demonstrates how well Queen’s music has aged—Elvis won’t make sense to anyone who didn’t come up in a world in which Presley existed as a common touchstone. (I mean that not only thematically and musically but also narratively—if you don’t already know Elvis’s story, the film is incoherent.)


Elvis died three weeks before I was born, so I never shared oxygen with the King. But he was a constant presence in culture during my early years of discovering and exploring rock ’n’ roll. A lot of artists wrote about Elvis in the eighties. Composing a song about Elvis was practically a rite of passage for singer-songwriters who were young during the Eisenhower administration and were now entering middle age during the Reagan era. Billy Joel, Warren Zevon, Robbie Robertson, and John Hiatt all wrote Elvis songs. U2 put a song about Elvis Presley and America called “Elvis Presley and America” on their fourth album, 1984’s The Unforgettable Fire. And then they made an actual pilgrimage to Sun Studio and Graceland in their derided 1988 tour documentary Rattle & Hum. Rather than go full Spinal Tap by literally visiting Elvis’s house, Paul Simon wrote about going there in the title track of his landmark 1986 LP Graceland.


Bruce Springsteen’s Elvis song is “Johnny Bye Bye,” a rewrite of Chuck Berry’s “Bye Bye Johnny,” released as a B-side to “I’m on Fire.” It recounts Elvis’s rise and fall in an economical one minute and forty-eight seconds: He goes to Memphis with his guitar, he gets a one-way ticket to the Promised Land, and then there’s a message on the radio that he died. “They found him slumped against the drain,” Bruce sings, “With a whole lot of trouble running through his veins.”


In these songs, Elvis exists as both an untouchable deity and a cautionary figure, a powerful metaphor for American ideals and the failure to live up to them. As I mentioned, this reached a climax in 1989, with two equally great songs with diametrically opposed takes on Elvis: Tom Petty’s “Free Fallin’” and Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power.” In the former song, the all-American girl that Petty lost and now pines for is defined by loving horses and Elvis, which means that what Tom is really mourning is a more innocent period of his own life. In the latter tune, Chuck D derides Elvis as a symbol of white supremacy, “a hero to most” who “never meant shit” to him as a black man.


Years later, in an interview with The Guardian, Chuck D confirmed that his problem wasn’t really with Elvis but with the people who talked about Elvis. “The American way of putting him up as the King and the great icon is disturbing. You can’t ignore black history,” he said. “Elvis was just the fall guy in my lyrics for all of that. It was nothing personal—believe me.”3


The way Elvis Presley is talked about by music critics today—as an appropriator of black music styles and even a “cultural thief,” to quote an article from the Philadelphia Inquirer timed with Luhrmann’s film—feels like a delayed reaction to the way Elvis was written about by first-generation rock critics in the seventies and eighties. As someone who appreciates the range of Elvis’s talent and music and who is also eternally intrigued by Elvis myths both kitschy and soul stirring, the “cultural thief” discourse feels like a reductive overcorrection. That said, I get why people felt the need to recalibrate the perspective on this man who was once afforded Christlike adoration.


“We will never again agree on anything as we agreed on Elvis,” Lester Bangs famously wrote in the Village Voice upon Presley’s death in 1977. Although most of Bangs’s obituary is withering—he accuses Elvis of having contempt for his audience because he put out so many bad albums—that’s the line people remember, and “Fight the Power” is a response to people like Bangs using the royal “we” in reference to an artist who in reality “never meant shit” to many people.


But Bangs was hardly the only music critic to apply “we” a little too broadly when it came to Elvis. “Elvis Presley is a supreme figure in American life, one whose presence, no matter how banal or predictable, brooks no real comparisons,” Greil Marcus writes in his epic chapter on Presley in his classic 1975 rock-crit book, Mystery Train. “He is honored equally by long-haired rock critics, middle-aged women, the City of Memphis (they finally found something to name after him: a highway), and even a president.… Elvis has emerged as a great artist, a great rocker, a great purveyor of shlock, a great heart throb, a great bore, a great symbol of potency, a great ham, a great nice person, and, yes, a great American.”


If that sounds suspiciously similar to the sort of purple prose that Bruce Springsteen inspired during the Born in the U.S.A. years, it should be noted that many of the same writers who adored Elvis also loved Bruce. “He obliterated distinctions between musical forms, between races (for a moment at least) and even between good and bad,” argued Dave Marsh—author of several Springsteen books and one of the rocker’s most passionate partisans—in his own Elvis obit published in Rolling Stone. “Because Elvis was unique. He had it all. Every element of the rock ’n’ roll dream was his—pink Cadillacs, beautiful women, untold wealth, true genius and inspiration—and that was a claim no one else could ever make.”


The animating idea for Elvis’s music-critic supporters is that Presley—who was otherwise apolitical—was a progressive figure owing to his ability to unite large groups of people while transcending entrenched cultural divides. He was the man (as Bangs memorably put it) who “kicked ‘How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?’ out the window and replaced it with ‘Let’s fuck.’”


This, again, is a flawed theory rooted in a certain white male boomer myopia—Elvis is defined as much by who didn’t care about him as by who did—though it’s not entirely wrong. Elvis is still the best-selling solo artist ever, and as a singer and musician, he was a master synthesist who excelled at putting different kinds of music side by side in ways that beforehand would have seemed inconceivable. After Elvis, performing songs written or popularized by Arthur Crudup, Hank Williams Sr., The Beatles, Tony Joe White, Mario Lanza, and Frank Sinatra in the same concert suddenly made sense.


The deification of Elvis is predicated on a particular view of the country as one America. A place composed not of self-interested individuals with their own agendas but of citizens connected by agreed-upon ideas about what it means to be an American. It is the America that Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. once dubbed “The Vital Center,” the country’s core bulwark against fascists on the right and communists on the left and “the group which holds society together,” as he wrote in the New York Times in 1948. This belief in the political middle also informed the philosophies of postwar centrist presidents such as Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower, the men who presided over the America that the baby boomers inherited.


The Elvis mythology is synonymous with American mythology and rooted in assumptions about the exceptionalism of the United States as both a country and a concept. Elvis is the very embodiment of the heartland that exists in our nation’s political and cultural imagination. It’s the belief that Americans are inherently reasonable and good and inclined to be generous and thoughtful if given the right opportunity. And for that reason Elvis mythology is also central to Bruce Springsteen’s point of view as an artist, especially as it pertains to Born in the U.S.A.


No critic has the reach of Bruce himself when it comes to spreading the Elvis gospel. Springsteen echoes Bangs’s comment about Presley’s racial and sexual liberation of uptight Caucasian culture in Elvis Presley: The Searcher, an expansive, nearly three-and-a-half-hour HBO documentary from 2018 directed by longtime Springsteen associate Thom Zimny and produced by Jon Landau. “Elvis’s music pointed to black culture and said: ‘This is something that is filled with the force of life,’” Bruce says in the film. “If you want to be an American, this is something you need to pay attention to.”


When I watched The Searcher, I had a feeling of déjà vu hearing Bruce talk about Elvis. That’s because, in 2012, I saw him give the keynote address at the South by Southwest convention in Austin in which he spoke about his own life and career while attempting to impart some advice to the musicians in the audience.


As Bruce proceeded amiably with a mix of personal anecdotes and musical insights, it did not take long for him to bring up Elvis. “In the beginning, every musician has their genesis moment. For you, it might have been the Sex Pistols, or Madonna, or Public Enemy. It’s whatever initially inspires you to action,” he said. Then he went into myth-burnishing mode.


“Mine was 1956, Elvis on The Ed Sullivan Show,” Bruce declared. “It was the evening I realized a white man could make magic, that you did not have to be constrained by your upbringing, by the way you looked, or by the social context that oppressed you. You could call upon your own powers of imagination, and you could create a transformative self.


“Elvis was the first modern twentieth-century man, the precursor of the sexual revolution, of the civil rights revolution, drawn from the same Memphis as Martin Luther King, creating fundamental, outsider art that would be embraced by a mainstream popular culture,” he continued. “After that moment, there was yesterday, and there was today, and there was a red-hot rockabilly forging of a new tomorrow, before your very eyes.”


I do not doubt Bruce’s sincerity when he talks like this. I am sure he believes every word of it, as if these sentiments were written in his very soul, even if he sounds like an AI who has been programmed to be the perfect rock-documentary talking head. I also don’t question the power or significance of seeing Elvis for the first time for those who, in the mid-fifties, were young and impressionable and living dull suburban lives. But the “Great Man” version of history that gets written about Elvis, in the long run, has damaged his reputation with younger audiences, because it turned him into an oppressive symbol of an outmoded past that inevitably invited immediate skepticism from revisionists. He wasn’t allowed to simply be who he was—an uber-sexy redneck with a cool-as-shit fashion sense whose tastes ran the gamut from blues and gospel to opera and horn-dog swamp funk. If he had been allowed to simply be that guy, Elvis would be more appealing to the typical zoomer who instead cringes at the assertion that he’s the one and only King.


And that goes for the one and only Boss, too. The evangelical prose that led to an Elvis backlash also undermined Bruce at the height of Born in the U.S.A. Among the first to strike out against the “Bruce as unifier” narrative was cultural critic James Wolcott in a notorious Vanity Fair article published in December 1985. Entitled “The Hagiography of Bruce Springsteen,” Wolcott’s piece seizes upon the conflation of Elvis worship with Bruce worship that was common in the critical community:




To the shining eyes of the faithful, Springsteen’s task is to redeem the promise that Elvis fumbled. Where Elvis became a pearl-encrusted whale, Springsteen has kept weight-lifter fit; where Elvis doled out Cadillacs to his friends and embodied a honcho individualism, Springsteen donates money to food banks and unions under siege; where Elvis made dinky movies, featuring speedboats, padded bikinis, and such immortal ditties as “Do the Clam,” Springsteen makes homey videos, in which he plays baseball and his wife waves hi.





That excerpt effectively satirizes a typical Bruce Springsteen think piece from the mid-eighties. But if you take the irony out of it, what Wolcott writes is also an accurate summation of the ways that Bruce learned from Elvis’s mistakes. Bruce really did take care of his body better than Elvis did. Bruce really did direct his money toward more worthy and productive avenues. Bruce really did avoid most of the cheesy temptations that befuddle rock stars. Whether he actually “redeemed the promise that Elvis fumbled” is open to question, but Bruce undeniably navigated his time at the top with more grace and intelligence because he had the benefit of following Elvis to the summit.


In the process of skewering each man’s media-invented caricature, Wolcott inadvertently revealed some pertinent parallels between the artists. In The Searcher, Bruce speaks warmly of the most acclaimed Elvis periods, the Sun Records and pre-army RCA years. But my favorite Elvis incarnation came later, around the time that he hit his mid-thirties, like Bruce during the Born in the U.S.A. era. This period is bookended by TV shows that aired on NBC: 1968’s Singer Presents… Elvis (commonly known as “The ’68 Comeback Special”) and 1973’s Aloha from Hawaii, a massive international event broadcast via satellite from Honolulu.


It was during this time that Elvis’s late-career peak briefly coincided with the beginning of Bruce’s career. According to legend, Bruce went to see Elvis at Madison Square Garden on June 9, 1972, the same day that he signed with Columbia Records. The next night’s concert was recorded and later released as Elvis: As Recorded at Madison Square Garden. It and the live album of the Honolulu performance, Aloha from Hawaii via Satellite, rank as the last platinum albums of Elvis’s career that were released while he was alive.


Both records spotlight Elvis at the height of his “big band” era, in which he toured with a conventional rock combo along with two vocal groups as well as string and horn sections. It was the most overwhelming musical presentation by an American rock star until Bruce’s own Born in the U.S.A. tour, and I wonder if seeing Elvis in person in this guise had a subliminal influence.


The emotional climax of Elvis: As Recorded at Madison Square Garden is also the most Bruce-like. Two months before the MSG shows, Elvis released one of his greatest singles of the seventies, “An American Trilogy.” A medley arranged by country songwriter Mickey Newbury in 1971, “An American Trilogy” integrates three very different songs about the American experience: the southern folk tune “Dixie,” the anthem of the Civil War’s Union Army “The Battle Hymn of the Republic,” and the black spiritual and protest staple “All My Trials.” Onstage, Elvis turned “An American Trilogy” into a song as broad, thunderous, and all-encompassing as America itself. Here was the most explicit example of Presley wrangling opposing groups under a solitary vision of shared history, significance, and feeling. In “An American Trilogy,” he found a vehicle in which he could forge a spiritual heartland that was open to all—north, south, white, black—in the context of hammy, melodramatic arena rock, in much the same way that Springsteen would attempt to create his own version of the heartland in stadiums in the mid-eighties.


Elvis revived “An American Trilogy” for Aloha from Hawaii via Satellite, his last stand as a significant rock star during his lifetime. On the show, Elvis is lean (thanks to a crash diet that included daily injections of a pregnant woman’s urine), tanned, and besuited in a spectacular white jumpsuit outfitted with an American eagle belt buckle, an ensemble created per Elvis’s instructions for his clothes “to say America” to the millions of people in dozens of countries gazing upon him in all his live glory for the first time.4


But what stands out most is Elvis’s melancholy. This is what I love most about this period—Elvis wasn’t a songwriter, but his interpretations of other people’s material eloquently expressed the anguish of a man whose marriage had recently fallen apart as he slipped deeper into chemical dependency. If Elvis: As Recorded at Madison Square Garden is Presley’s Born in the U.S.A., then Aloha from Hawaii via Satellite is his Tunnel of Love.


The songs that hit the hardest are the heartbreakers: “You Gave Me a Mountain” (in which Elvis calls out to his Lord like Job and asks why he has been forsaken), “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry” (which he calls the saddest song he has ever heard), and “I’ll Remember You” (which might actually be the saddest song ever written). When he sings “My Way,” it’s as if he’s writing his own epitaph four years early. It’s about as heart-wrenching as semi-campy spectacle on this scale gets.


If Elvis had managed to pull out of his death spiral and survive into the eighties, it is almost certain that his path would have crossed with Bruce Springsteen’s. Bruce wrote “Fire,” a song that eventually went to the Pointer Sisters in 1978, for Elvis, and it’s plausible that Presley would have recorded it. “I’m on Fire” is Bruce doing Elvis—it’s not a coincidence that it’s also his most overtly sexual song—and given that everybody else has covered “I’m on Fire,” I bet the actual Elvis would have taken a crack at it. As for the rest of Born in the U.S.A., I doubt that Elvis would have touched the title track (too political) or “Glory Days” (I can’t imagine him singing “speedball”). But “Working on the Highway” seems right up his alley, and “I’m Goin’ Down” is definitely in his wheelhouse.


I also wonder what he might have done with “My Hometown”—for Elvis, America was one big hometown, and from his vantage point he had a unique perspective on the gradual breakdown of the very place he transformed. I wish we would have had the opportunity to hear him transform that song.
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WHILE THE CAREERS OF BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN AND ELVIS PRESLEY briefly intersected in the early seventies, they were never rivals. But with Bob Dylan, the other “Great Man” figure in the centrist rock star continuum, Bruce has a different dynamic. They have operated simultaneously as curly-haired brunet national treasures for more than half of a century. If Elvis has the stature of a patriarch, Bob functions as Bruce’s older brother. He’s part inspiration, part foil, part competition, part standard to which all things are measured.


For his part, Bruce has mostly played the dutiful disciple in public. In Born to Run, he calls Dylan “the father of my country,” a great turn of phrase that I have stolen to sum up my own Dylan fandom on many occasions. He singles out Highway 61 Revisited and Bringing It All Back Home as “not only great records” but also for signaling “the first time I can remember being exposed to a truthful vision of the place I lived. The darkness and light were all there, the veil of illusion and deception ripped aside. He put his boot on the stultifying politeness and daily routine that covered corruption and decay.”


Bruce voiced similar platitudes in 1988 when he inducted Dylan into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. Just as he had with Elvis, Bruce talked about Dylan like an astute Rolling Stone writer. “The way that Elvis freed your body, Bob freed your mind,” he declared. “Without Bob, the Beatles wouldn’t have made Sgt. Pepper, maybe the Beach Boys wouldn’t have made Pet Sounds, the Sex Pistols wouldn’t have made ‘God Save the Queen,’ U2 wouldn’t have done ‘Pride (In the Name of Love),’ Marvin Gaye wouldn’t have done ‘What’s Going On,’ Grandmaster Flash might not have done ‘The Message,’ and the Count Five could not have done ‘Psychotic Reaction.’ And there never would have been a group named the Electric Prunes, that’s for sure. But the fact is that, to this day, where great rock music is being made, there is the shadow of Bob Dylan over and over and over again.”


The video of Bruce’s speech is a fascinating time capsule. Here he was, four years removed from Born in the U.S.A. and fully enmeshed in his Tunnel of Love phase, that John Wesley Harding–esque period of retreat from being the Man at the Top. He even wears a Tunnel of Love–style suit, though sadly without the bolo tie. In a year or so, he will put the E Street Band out to pasture and enter his own “Eighties Dylan” wasteland period in the nineties, right as Dylan reemerged with the unlikely comeback of 1997’s Time Out of Mind.


But before we get to that: let’s appreciate the gaping valley that existed between Bruce’s and Bob’s artistic and commercial fortunes in the mid-eighties. When Bruce was at his absolute zenith in terms of popularity and critical esteem, Bob was at his nadir. Embarrassments abounded for Dylan at the time. First, there was “We Are the World,” the benefit song recorded in January 1985 for African famine relief that featured many of the era’s top rock and pop stars. Whereas Bruce—in all of his leather-jacketed and raspy-voiced glory—struck a confident pose, Bob looked lost and sweaty, like he knew in the moment that he didn’t belong there but at the same time he couldn’t deny that he had to be there because he was, you know, the conscience of a generation and all of that.


The behind-the-scenes rehearsal footage is even worse—Stevie Wonder and Quincy Jones coach Bob on how to sing the song, and how to sing it like Bob Dylan, while Bob nervously flits his eyes and warbles off-tune. He has the demeanor of a child performer who was forced into show business by overbearing parents and is now silently praying for an earthquake or a fleet of zombies to hit the recording studio.


Then in July of 1985 there was Live Aid, another mega-star extravaganza staged in London and Philadelphia for the benefit of relieving African famine. Bruce sat this one out—he was resting between legs of the Born in the U.S.A. tour—but Bob was there at the Philadelphia concert as a headliner, an honor based entirely on prestige as opposed to relevant star power. Bob, once again, looked sweaty and lost, as he tried in vain to corral his two severely under-rehearsed backing musicians, Keith Richards and Ronnie Wood, out of what seemed like a cocaine-and-whiskey fog and into a ramshackle rendition of “Blowin’ in the Wind.”


This is hard to conceive of now given the exhaustive “never-ending” tour schedule Dylan has maintained since the late eighties even as he’s aged into his eighties. But with the exception of a six-week European tour in 1984 that coincided with the start of the Born in the U.S.A. tour, Bob stayed off of the road from 1982 to 1986. The souvenir from that ’84 tour, Real Live, is mostly dismissed by Dylan partisans, but I’m a fan. His backing band is loaded with classic-rock ringers like Mick Taylor from the Rolling Stones and Ian McLagan of Faces, who pump up Bob’s songs with booze-fueled steroids while still keeping things endearingly sloppy. But the real treats are the solo acoustic songs, most notably “Tangled Up in Blue,” which he decided for some reason to rewrite because it’s not as if the original isn’t one of his beloved tunes or something.


Why did he do it? Supposedly, Bob was never happy with how “Tangled Up in Blue” turned out, which is inexplicable to me. Imagine writing “Tangled Up in Blue” and thinking ten years later, “I can improve this.” I don’t think he did improve it, by the way. One of my favorite lines from the song is, “She was married when they first met / soon to be divorced / I helped her out of a jam I guess / but I used a little too much force.” In the Real Live version, he sings, “She was married when they first met / to a man four times her age / he left her penniless, in a state of regret / it was time to bust out of the cage.” That lyric, to me, is obviously not as good as what Bob put on Blood on the Tracks. But that’s not really the issue. What matters is that Bob bothered to do it at all.


Dylan still cared. The humiliating trainwrecks were proof that he was incapable of playing it safe, but to the public he just seemed unreliable and undisciplined. And that impression—through no fault of his own—was no doubt shaped in part by Bruce Springsteen, the gold standard of eighties stadium rock, who made a point of delivering consistently excellent performances every night. Bruce was not about to rewrite “Thunder Road.” Even his between-song patter was refined for maximum emotional impact.


In the moment, all of this surely must have registered as Dylan’s “Fat Elvis” period, a sign of his inexorable slide into irrelevance. It seemed like that to Dylan himself, who thoroughly trashes this era of his career in his 2004 pseudo-memoir Chronicles. He calls himself “an empty burned-out wreck,” a “fictitious head of state from a place nobody knows,” and an “old actor fumbling in garbage cans outside the theater of past triumphs.”


Not that Dylan was literally fat at the time. Quite the opposite, in fact. Dylan in the mid-eighties was lean and tan, with taut and muscled arms he was proud to display with vests and sleeveless shirts. Sometimes, a big earring would dangle from his left ear, brushing against his curly mullet. A man in his mid-forties, he cultivated heavy DILF vibes.


There’s no getting around it: Bob in the mid-eighties looked a lot like Bruce Springsteen. The degree to which this was intentional is impossible to know, though I suspect it derived from an unconscious compulsion to compete with America’s biggest rock star—a man who learned from him, and then surpassed him.


Bob’s choices during the making of 1985’s Empire Burlesque—a widely panned disaster that Bruce gamely singled out for praise in his Rock and Roll Hall of Fame induction speech—speak to his own self-consciousness about veering too close to his spiritual little brother’s lane. The most famous outtake from Empire Burlesque is the version of “When the Night Comes Falling from the Sky” recorded with half of the E Street Band that was later released on 1991’s The Bootleg Series Volumes 1–3. On the album, “When the Night” is a headache-inducing compilation of every questionable production and arrangement choice from the height of eighties corporate rock—gated drums, chintzy synths, hot dog guitar licks, a “funky” Chuck E. Cheese house band bassline, and corny horns that sound like they were dubbed from Bruce Willis’s The Return of Bruno.5 In the hopes of “modernizing” his sound, Dylan employed Arthur Baker—who had worked on a popular club remix of “Dancing in the Dark” for Springsteen—and this track feels like the most deliberate attempt to emulate the state-of-the-art synth-rock that was perfected on Born in the U.S.A. Only Bob is completely out of his element. This version of “When the Night” doesn’t make him sound like a vital musician in tune with the times; instead, he seems even more ancient than he really was. At no other point was the “old actor fumbling in garbage cans outside the theater of past triumphs” self-own more apropos.


Naturally, recording “When the Night Comes Falling from the Sky” with members of Bruce’s actual backing band got him much closer to the Born in the U.S.A. sound. During the sessions, Bob huddled with Max Weinberg, Roy Bittan, and Steven Van Zandt and ran through the song. Here was a take that eschewed the “modern” technology of the officially released version of “When the Night Comes Falling from the Sky” and instead relied solely on the stadium-primed momentum of E Street’s core players. It takes a few minutes to get rolling—the Mighty Max’s opening drum roll is weirdly cold and quiet—but once Van Zandt rips into his guitar solo, you can hear Bob getting off on the excitement of the Professor’s majestic piano fills. It just feels right.


Because this is mid-eighties Dylan, however, “it just feels right” might as well be synonymous with “it won’t make the album.” Apparently, Bob heard the playback and mumbled to Baker, “I don’t know, it sounds like Bruce Springsteen.”


“What did you expect?” Baker retorted. “You’ve got Springsteen’s band.”


It can’t be overstated how specific Bob’s concerns about sounding like Bruce Springsteen were at this juncture, even when the resemblance worked to his advantage. (The thought of hearing all of the Empire Burlesque songs backed by Weinberg, Bittan, and Van Zandt is enticing, to say the least.) Bob didn’t have the same hang-up with Bruce’s peers. The year after Empire Burlesque was released, he commenced a lengthy world tour with another big-time heartland rocker and his backing band, Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers. In this guise, Bob’s greatest hits inevitably sounded like Petty’s greatest hits, given the unmistakable presence of Petty’s top lieutenants, guitarist Mike Campbell and keyboardist Benmont Tench, both of whom also appear throughout Empire Burlesque.




OEBPS/images/9780306832086.jpg
THERE WAS NOTHING YOU COULD DO

PUE[1IESH BU1 O PUT Y1 PUB ,V°S"M 9YL U] UIog,

Author of Long Road & This Isn’t Happening






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
NA CAPO





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
THERE WAS
NOTHING YOU
COULD DO

Bruce Springsteen’s
“Born in the U.S.A.”
and the End of the Heartland

STEVEN HYDEN

AAAAAA





