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For Barbara






BLOOD IN YOUR MOUTH: The Writing of Dave Marsh


Since 1969, Dave Marsh has been writing about music like our lives depended on it. His friend, the critic Greil Marcus, has described Marsh’s writing as “heartfelt, heart on your sleeve, blood in your mouth.” In the 2020s, it may seem absurd that there was a time when rock and its audiences were not taken seriously, were mocked and even criminalized, when rock was a fighting matter. Dave Marsh came up in those times, and this collection, among its many virtues, argues for the value and possibility of rock, soul, and rap music, with blood in its mouth.

Marsh has always been clear about what he was fighting for. Maybe he captured it best in this collection’s touching remembrance of the record producer and talent scout John Hammond that include some words from Hammond’s memoir:


I still would change the world if I could, convince a nonbeliever that my way is right, argue a cause and make friends out of enemies. I am still the reformer, the impatient protester, the sometimes-intolerant champion of tolerance. Best of all, I still expect to hear, if not today then tomorrow, a voice or a sound I have never heard before, with something to say which has never been said before. And when that happens I will know what to do.



Starting at Detroit’s Creem, Marsh has spent years writing and editing record and concert reviews, profiles, columns, all while producing more than twenty books. In 1982, he started a newsletter, Rock & Roll Confidential—renamed Rock & Rap Confidential to reflect the rise and significance of rap and hip-hop—in part to more aggressively situate popular music within a political context. For Marsh, that means to ask and answer hard questions around the power dynamics of the music business, to recognize and fight music censorship, and to call out the racist assumptions that frame the critical categories and histories that we use to tell the story of popular music. The work collected here, from RRC, Addicted to Noise, and other outlets is the work of day-to-day journalism, of the writer in a daily conversation and argument. Selected by two of his collaborators and friends, the writers Daniel Wolff and Danny Alexander, Kick Out the Jams highlights the personal relationships and collaborations characteristic of Marsh.

This is the second collection of Marsh’s music journalism. The first, Fortunate Son (1985), chronicled his work as a young writer for rock magazines like Creem and Rolling Stone. This collection begins around the time that Marsh left Rolling Stone after his first major commercial success with a biography of Bruce Springsteen, Born to Run (1979). Marsh was thirty-three when Fortunate Son came out, at a point in the history of rock when the baby boom generation of rock writers were wondering how and whether this music could age, how and whether it could be of value as its audience aged.

While many of his peers who grappled with those same questions—Greil Marcus, Robert Christgau, Ellen Willis, even Lester Bangs—have been embraced or even lionized by popular music studies, Marsh’s work has faded from the critical conversation. This may be, in part, because Marsh can be so heart-on-his-sleeve emotional about rock and roll—an attitude some pigeonholed as rockist. But this collection shows that Marsh never championed rock and roll as the only avenue to freedom and justice—in fact, he’s quick to point out when it’s been used for the opposite purpose, as he does here in his pieces on Neil Young and Axl Rose. Anti-bohemian, uninterested, or often flat-out hostile to critical/academic debates, Marsh has always written for the general public and with a particular fondness for what he calls “the vulgar.” If you’ve missed or dismissed his work as a result, Kick Out the Jams is an opportunity for rediscovery. I look forward to the dialogue it should start between Marsh and a generation of critics that has blown up genre categories and champions music that takes on the fight of Black Lives Matter.

Marsh has described himself as a “rock-drunk” kid; Kick Out the Jams is the sequel to that beginning. There’s a maturity in these pieces, a desire not to escape through the music but to use it to embrace life’s pain and complexities. It’s adult in the best sense of that word. What shines through is the belief that rock and soul and rap and pop and folk are an opportunity for possibility, for hope. Not because they offer a free ride, but because the music—and the communal experience of making and listening to the music—gives us a chance to change ourselves and our communities.

Sometimes it gets lost in the noise of Marsh’s fighting spirit, or his famous friends, but the guy can flat out write in a way that draws you into his passions. A big part of that is the openheartedness, his commitment to getting his energy on the page and to being understood. Whether he digs in on a long profile—like the ones here on Patty Griffin or the MC5’s Rob Tyner—or just works up a couple of paragraphs in memory of the blues great Bobby “Blue” Bland, he gets you to hear what he hears. He doesn’t reach for the most complex take, with flashy rhetorical moves for the sake of it. His voice is heart-to-heart, person-to-person. There’s very little “insider” writing. Sure, he spends time in some rarified places, and lets us know about it (a dinner at Harold Leventhal’s, backstage at a Springsteen show). Like all critics, he can sometimes reference things you may not know. But I’ve never felt like I needed specialized knowledge to understand Dave Marsh—be it theoretical, music biz, or even music references. A lovely example included here is his piece on the Chinese rock artist Cui Jian. The essay opens with Marsh on the road, popping in a cassette marked “Van Halen” and discovering Jian instead. His confusion and wonder, how he felt when he heard it in the car, captures the power of Jian’s music better than if he’d tried to describe a scene or style. His best writing is an invitation.

But make no mistake, writing is work, and in a number of these essays he reflects on how the job has changed. He made his bones at a time when people could make a living as a music journalist. At the start of this collection, there were still significant print outlets for music journalism, despite their flaws, and new ones on the rise, like Vibe (1993) and XXL (1997). Print outlets are mostly gone, and while there is music commentary everywhere on the internet, getting paid for music or arts journalism is a hard road to hoe. But his pre-internet 1993 reflection here on how to handle the glut of new music is a prescient lament about the critic’s job:


For a musical omnivore like myself, the job is truly impossible. The time I spend trying to figure out dancehall is insufficient, my take on grunge too affected by my age and history, there were probably six or eight fine country voices that got by me while that fascinating but as yet undeciphered cumbia anthology was playing, and I’ve never heard Springsteen’s Unplugged EP… Confronted by all this, I can only tell you that listening to everything is still the right way to go. You may not get there first with the new Mariah Carey review, but in the end, what you do tell people will add some perspective to what they’re hearing and maybe even help keep the historical record straight. That’s my version of the job, and I’m sticking to it for as long as I can make it last.



He sticks to it—to the music and what it means—because it’s crucial to him, almost a question of survival. In a core essay here—a long reflection on Kurt Cobain’s suicide in 1994 (the essay constituted a full issue of RRC)—Marsh describes the vision of rock and roll he believes in:


If Kurt Cobain had grown up in the ’50s or ’60s or even the early ’70s—if he was anybody from Lou Reed to Melissa Etheridge—his early encounters with rock & roll almost certainly would have represented a glorious possibility, a chance to communicate across all the gaps in our society—gaps of class, race, region, gender, generation, education, you name it. Used this way, rock & roll became not just a “way out” of impoverished working-class or straight-jacketed middle-class existence, but a method of absolutely transforming yourself, a means of becoming who you’d always dreamed of being, confronting your fears with the power to transmute them into assets, a chance to be a hero not only to others but in your own life; to articulate out loud a vision of the world you’d previously have been terrified to whisper into the mirror. Of such things is freedom constructed.



Rock and roll doesn’t provide easy answers here; it doesn’t have magical powers. But it’s a means to an end, and that end is freedom. As Marsh says in his remembrance of Pete Seeger: “Freedom meant everybody or it didn’t mean anything.” For Marsh, freedom means calling out racism, fighting the death penalty and helping others see how they can fight it, standing up to corporate censorship, pushing back hard against Reaganism and the rise of the right, yes, but also calling out Democrats like Bill Clinton and Al Gore for not being much different (his takedown of Gore included here is classic Dave).

When the music and the culture he loves is attacked—by politicians trying to make hay from the so-called evils of pop music, by censors condemning heavy metal or hip-hop, by the police harassing, arresting, and killing people of color—Dave as a champion of the music feels the obligation to resist. His first instinct is to fight back, even though (or maybe because) it’s an endless battle. He does so most effectively here by sharing information, using his own voice to amplify others. In a 2002 piece from CounterPunch after the murder of Jam Master Jay, Marsh quotes Davey D’s (www.daveyd.com) description of the war on the music: “Police departments all over the country have been collecting and now have very detailed dossiers of rap artists and who they’re affiliated with. From New York City, which actually has a ‘rap task force,’ to Oakland to Mountainview, California, where the police chief sits down and determines what RAP acts are allowed and not allowed to perform.” This war is still on.

But the politics of the music doesn’t only mean how music intersects with activism or comments on social issues. One of the most important through lines of this collection is Marsh working to better understand the history of the music he loves—in essays on Elvis, James Brown, and Dorothy Love Coates, as well as lovely short obituaries along the way, Marsh highlights the founders of rock and soul, and reflects what they can and should mean. Freedom requires that we know our history, and thinking hard and long about what you know, why you know it, what’s been kept from you and how it can shape your present. For example, in the pieces here reflecting on folk and blues anthologies, you can see Marsh working through the legacy of those genres in how rock was defined. His remembrance of the Birmingham DJ Shelley Stewart’s coded on-air advice to young civil rights marchers stands out, with Marsh reveling in radio’s ability to link and protect a community. It may be surprising to see how much time he spends writing about folk music, given his rock and roll roots, but these essays show how invested Marsh was in research and reflection on the past. That work becomes even more relevant and necessary as active forces continue to try to suppress the nation’s history of Black culture and of White supremacy.

Marsh is quick to the draw, so when he loves something or someone, the writing is deeply emotional. The same is true for when he doesn’t. These essays can be funny: “Madonna has entered the rarified ranks of those pop stars who function as lightning rods for assholes”; “if the most worthy new hero it can find is a bonehead shill like Jon Bon Jovi, whose synthesis of heavy metal and Bruce Springsteen sucks both into the vacuum of pure cliché, then maybe it really is time for rock to leave center stage.” When he goes on the attack, he doesn’t let go. The best example of that approach here is his ridicule of Bono’s political work with the (RED) campaign, which hits the spot, but also feels over the top, with Marsh taking some cheap shots about Bono’s hair and cosmetic work. Maybe it’s good that Marsh never warmed to Twitter. He puts his dukes up fast.

This collection includes an essay that puts a different spin on Marsh’s infamous lacerating tongue. “The Hero and the Blues” (1998) is a review of the CD Safe House: A Collection of the Blues compiled by the author Andrew Vachss, to accompany his book of the same name. In the essay, Marsh recounts, in careful detail, a story about how his father beat him for not getting a haircut when he was a teenager. He reveals that those beatings were a regular part of his life and describes the resulting shame and despair he carried. His willingness and ability to share that with his audience seems to have opened a pathway to a more compassionate voice from him in subsequent decades.

Perhaps the path to that compassion truly begins with the tragic death of Marsh’s daughter Kristen Ann Carr in January 1993 from a rare sarcoma cancer. She was only twenty-one, and it was, of course, devastating to him and his family. He writes about it in many of the essays included here. It’s clear that Marsh doubled down on using writing to work through pain and suffering, and he is remarkably open about the weight of her loss. He turns his writing, intellect, wealth, and connections to learning about cancer research, communicating it to others, and sustaining a foundation to support research. This is felt most powerfully here in the remarkable closing essay about the Texas singer-songwriter Jimmy LaFave, whose work Marsh has long admired. The essay follows LaFave’s cancer diagnosis and his decision to refuse treatment. It’s a heartbreaking moment when Marsh hits up against his abilities to help. Along the way, though, not only does he help you to understand how good a performer LaFave was, but also in clear, useful language he describes how sarcoma cancer works. Marsh writes, “I’ve seen RRC as an espousal of life against death. After watching my own child wage that struggle in literal terms, I know there’s a way to live that message to your final breath. You do it by choosing the spirit of hope and affirmation that Kristen held so completely that she awed even her doctors.”

I’ve been a fan of Dave Marsh’s work since I first read his “American Grandstand” column in Rolling Stone in 1976. His voice captured the excitement and passion I was feeling for rock and roll as a young teenager, but it was a voice that welcomed me—it didn’t exclude me. And as a female reader of rock magazines clearly aimed at young men, I also never felt verbally assaulted. His reviews could feel like a refuge from the sexism in the surrounding pages. He’s helped me at many stages of my career, sometimes by making a phone call, but mostly by cheerleading, asking hard questions, and refusing to let me settle for an easy answer or wallow in disappointment. He always moved the conversation to figuring out what I was going to do about an obstacle, and how he could help. In addition to turning you on to a lot of great music, I hope this collection pushes you to act. Our lives depend on it.

—Lauren Onkey






Editor’s Note

In selecting this work from three decades’ worth of writing, we made some (perhaps arbitrary) distinctions.

We begin after the 1985 publication of Fortunate Son, subtitled: The Best of Dave Marsh. While Kick Out the Jams is in some ways a sequel to that book, be assured it is not “Second Best.”

Dave Marsh was writing books during this period—some twenty-two in all—and we have not included excerpts from those, which are (or should be) still available. Ditto to liner notes.

Nor have we included the many unsigned pieces from Rock & Rap Confidential. Though many of these bear the distinct Marsh attitude and voice, they were written as collaborative, not individual, work, and we honor that.

So, what we have gathered here are some of the best of Dave Marsh’s writing from the mid-1980s through the 2010s. Many of these pieces appeared in publications that are now hard to impossible to find. We scanned (thanks to Lee Ballinger) what may be the only complete set of Rock & Rap Confidential. Other work was only preserved through emails to friends.

While there’s much we had to leave out, we hope this selection offers a portrait not just of an era—from Elvis to Trump, from Robert Johnson through Green Day—but of a writer wrestling with the American empire. What drives Dave Marsh remains, in his own words, “a raging passion to explain things in the hope that others would not be trapped and to keep the way clear so that others from the trashy outskirts of barbarous America still had a place to stand—if not in the culture at large, at least in rock and roll.”






Prologue ELVIS: THE NEW DEAL ORIGINS OF ROCK ’N’ ROLL




—MUSICIAN, DECEMBER 1982





Each year, on August 16, the anniversary of Elvis Presley’s death, Memphis State University hosts a memorial service and seminar in his honor.

The memorial service, which takes place in the early afternoon, includes testimonials and fervid witnessing from a great many of Presley’s friends and colleagues, including the disc jockey George Klein, who acts as host, and even Sam Phillips, the somewhat reclusive producer of Elvis’s great Sun recordings. The seminar, which immediately follows, is a rare occasion (in America) for serious public discussion of popular music issues, centering around a dialogue on the state of the Elvis image.

This year, coinciding with the publication of my book Elvis (Times Books), a critical biography, I was asked to deliver a speech on the state of the Presley image. The article which follows is a reworking of that speech; it sticks fairly closely to the original text, though I have added some detail and cleaned up some of my rather inelegant verbal grammar and syntax.

I thought the speech worth reprinting for a couple of reasons. First, because it places Elvis in a context in which he is rarely seen; and second, because it removes him—and in consequence, the music he founded—from the cultural isolation in which it is often trapped. Quite frankly, ever since a letter appeared in Musician several issues back questioning the appropriateness of references to Reaganism in a music magazine, I have been seeking a way to respond.

Like everything else, Presleymania has a political dimension. I hope this analysis suggests some of the richness of that dimension, not only for those who care about Elvis, but for anyone who cares about rock—or what is happening to the United States at the moment. At the very least, it reflects a perspective on the origins of rock which I do not believe anyone has suggested before.

Unfortunately, the only place to begin is with the rather ugly fact that Elvis is dead. We take this for granted, or avoid it with slogans such as “Always Elvis,” but the fact of Elvis’s death ought to astonish and outrage us. If he were alive, he would be only forty-seven years old, which is the very prime of life for a singer. Until we recover our sense of outrage about this loss, we will not begin to come to terms with Elvis’s life and work.

Elvis didn’t simply become sick; he did not have a terminal illness. Elvis Presley died of abuse, the majority of it self-inflicted, which had its source in his isolation, in his final years, from the rest of the world and in his absolute inability to connect sufficiently to share the details of his experiences with anyone else.

This is about the saddest thing one could say about anyone, much less someone who led the sort of public life that Elvis Presley did. So please forgive me if I refuse to look at Elvis and his life and image in isolation, as we usually do with stars. The only way I know to do homage to the singular nature of Elvis’s fame is to place him in the world, not above it or beneath it.

Like any Elvis fan, I sometimes find it comforting to imagine him still alive. Despite all my mental pictures of how I might reach him and help him go on to make great music once again, this comfort never lasts long or even completely cheers me up. That’s because the circumstances that caused Elvis to die young haven’t been altered. We haven’t learned the most fundamental lessons that the Elvis Presley story has to teach. So if Elvis did return, he would still wind up a lonesome wreck.

In any event, Elvis isn’t coming back, or, if you believe otherwise, it will be too late when he does arrive to make any difference. But Elvis fans, from the very beginning, have had another related hope: we have always wanted to be like him. That doesn’t necessarily mean that we wanted to look or dress or sing like him; we wanted to be like him, to tap into the same freedom, the wildness and dignity that Elvis combined so beautifully, allowing many of us to glimpse the concept of such a mixture for the very first time. In this sense, wanting to be like Elvis means creating a world that operates the same way that his music does: a world in which everyone would have the chance to be like Elvis. But this leaves some questions unanswered: Who was Elvis? What would be the terms of living in such a world? How close have we come to creating it?

Elvis Presley grew up in Tupelo, Mississippi. The Presleys were extraordinarily poor, the sort of people who, according to most of the cultural establishment of America, are not supposed to have creative voices in public life. Somehow, however, Elvis found a little more breathing space in which to think through his ambition than those who had come before him. His father, Vernon, was untrained and often ill (he had a bad back). Frequently, no one in the Presley household had a job; for a time, they actually lived on welfare, and for a while they lived in a government-sponsored housing project. Even so, Elvis didn’t have to quit school and go to work when his father was laid up; he worked part-time, but he continued his education because the family’s minimal income was supported by subsidized housing, and, when things were at their worst, by welfare money. As a result, Elvis Presley became the first person in his whole family to finish high school. As another result, Elvis Presley not only dreamed of being a singer, but also found time to look for ways to realize that dream.

The amount of talent that Elvis brought to this project was quite remarkable—unprecedented and, in my opinion, utterly unequaled. But the opportunities I have outlined weren’t merely the product of Elvis’s dreaming and scheming; they were the result of living in a society which, by design, offered people as poor as the Presleys a chance for that breathing space.

This design was the product of the realization that everyone was entitled to something more than just food and shelter; they also had the right to a certain amount of dignity. That is, society realized that it gained by relieving the poor of the social and economic humiliations, by giving them a chance to be productive and creative. And the proof that this system worked was named Elvis Presley.

The name for this design was the New Deal. It was absolutely instrumental in shaping the world that Elvis knew. Without it, I don’t believe that he would have had the leisure in which to become a singer. For one thing, he would have been forced to go to work full-time much earlier, and for another, he might not have been able to maintain the idealism so crucial to his music.

Certainly it wasn’t an accident that the great breakthrough for Indigenous American music, built on the music styles developed in this country over two centuries, occurred precisely twenty years after that New Deal began. Not only Elvis but Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, Johnny Cash, and just about every singer at Sun Records grew up in an environment the New Deal shaped: a world in which TVA, WPA, and rural electrification played a central role, and a world of increasing personal dignity as a matter of policy. And what these singers had to say—about dreams and freedom, the way the world works and the way it ought to work—was also a product of that climate.

It should be obvious that the worst betrayal of the spirit of Elvis Presley and his music is occurring right now, with the deliberate dismantling of the New Deal’s social programs and the simultaneous reneging on the social ideals those programs—and this music—represents. Those New Deal programs gave people more than food and shelter and some small income. They gave them the possibility of retaining some dignity even in the face of the worst poverty. And if that dignity is not the central kernel of what we loved and admired in Elvis Presley—well, then, you saw a different sort of hero than I did. It’s the spirit of a waking dream of freedom, an easy conscience, self-respect, and most of all, equality among all people that calls to us from those records.

Thus, it isn’t any surprise to me that the greatest effect Elvis had on American culture was to integrate it: to create an art so democratic that within it any kind of person would be treated on the same basis as any other, viewed with such compassion that it could finally be seen that what we had in common was far more important than those things that divided us.

For years, we have been told by those ignorant of the real history of this country’s popular music that Elvis Presley simply ripped off the innovations of Black musicians, that he was not a musical original, but simply a thief, a usurper of rhythm and blues. That nothing could be further from the truth may be demonstrated simply by listening to the original versions of the songs that Elvis first recorded, and by comparing them with the Presley records. “That’s Alright Mama,” in Arthur Crudup’s hands, is a simple country blues; in Elvis Presley’s style, it becomes something more complicated, more free-flowing, without losing its sense of the blues emotions, but with an additional edge of freedom and grace. You can say something similar about Wynonie Harris’s “Good Rockin’ Tonight,” and about Junior Parker’s “Mystery Train,” in relation to the Presley versions (“Mystery Train” just might be the greatest single Presley recording). None of these comparisons will reveal Elvis as a thief. All of them will show that he radically altered Black blues and R&B styles, and not only by adding a component of country & western accents.

What Elvis actually did was to integrate these styles, which is the reason that he is disparaged by people who do not find Johnny Ray or Benny Goodman or Pat Boone—all of whom did rip off Black styles—at all offensive. Elvis wasn’t a threat because he stole from Black people—when has a White American ever been condemned for that? He was a threat because, in Greil Marcus’s phrase, he performed the union, acted out our lip-service belief in equality before our very eyes.

In this sense, the only comparable cultural blow in the movement for racial equality of the post–World War II era was Jackie Robinson’s. And for a White Mississippian like Elvis to take the heat—well, it took an immense amount of guts. And along with Sam Phillips and the other singers at Sun, Elvis integrated American music and, equally against its will, American broadcasting (at least radio broadcasting). And I know, as a person who was brought up in Michigan amidst many of the same vicious racial lies that people in Tennessee and Mississippi are taught, that Elvis Presley fundamentally altered many people’s vision of how Blacks and Whites ought to get along in this land.

That wasn’t an accident. The New Deal, with its decision to reopen certain possibilities in America, set it up, not only by giving Elvis the space a poor boy rarely has to find his artistic soul and by spurring his family in their move from the country to the city, but by proposing that, if this nation were to succeed, then it would have to be one in which all the wires crossed. Elvis was the junction.

Elvis represented integration on a host of levels. For many Northerners, including myself, Elvis symbolized the idea that this was one nation, and that people with Mississippi accents could be as great as those who spoke like the folks on TV. Certainly, he represented a kind of sexual integration, between the frenzy of lust and the absolute modesty of personal love, between secular passion and religious ecstasy. And he incarnated the new ideal that our society should not be divided into one in which the rich spoke up and the poor shut up, but that it should become one in which all deserved a voice—even the rich, for those who think that only the poor are born funky. But especially the poor, because they have been unwelcome for so long in any area of the arts or media, except as foolish Amos ’n’ Andy or Li’l Abner stereotypes.

All of this and some more is what Elvis meant, and you can boil it down to one word: integration. This is the ideal that propelled the New Deal imagination and if you listen to any Elvis record from “Mystery Train” to “Burning Love,” you’ll hear some fragment of it. People talk about the spirit in those records: in my view, this integration is the essence of that spirit.

This is a vision as old as America—older, in fact. But when Elvis was a boy, and all through his early days, it was a spirit abroad in the United States under the name New Deal.

We have now come to the point where the exact opposite of that vision is being preached: the so-called New Federalism. What this rise of the radical right really means is the repeal of the concepts of social and economic justice that made Elvis (and all of rock music) possible in the first place. Every day, a little more of that New Deal spirit is eroded and the message is driven home that this is not one big, integrated society, but two cultures, one high and one low; one privileged, the other restricted; one dignified, the other humbled; one respectable, one contemptible. In the midst of this political counterreformation, it’s no wonder that Elvis Aaron Presley, who was the incarnation of the benefits of the New Deal and the integrationist movements, is presented as a fraud and a talentless know-nothing clown and that his audience is portrayed as a batch of ignorant suckers who fell for the biggest con job in national history.

This is the message of “neoconservatism,” which means to redefine all of our social and cultural relationships. In this respect, Albert Goldman’s version of Elvis is clearly a stalking horse for the new attitudes. If people will accept that Elvis was worthless because he was Southern, because his family background was not worthy of greatness and all the rest of it, then they will also accept the other lies the radical right sells. These lies can be heard from the lips of media commentators, educators, politicians, and other “respectable” persons, and they are amplified by the absolute contempt in which popular culture, and Indigenous American arts in particular, are held. All in all, what we now face is an attempt to deny that the entire cultural turmoil Elvis began and symbolized ever happened, or that what happened was meaningful. (This goes hand in hand with the neoconservative denial of the New Deal–derived movements for Black and female liberation, and of the victory of the ’60s anti-war movement.)

Because Elvis is a great mirror of our society, it’s easy for a writer like Goldman to spread the neoconservative theory over his life. In this version, Presley becomes an example of what such people really think of the poor, Southerners, the uneducated, the unprivileged (even, most absurdly, the uncircumcised). What’s delivered isn’t just a message about Elvis; it’s a vision of the way the world ought to work, a precise inversion of the vision expressed in Presley’s music (and the rock that follows from it).

What’s going on here is a constant retraction of human dignity. Under such conditions, a phenomenon like Elvis Presley would be inconceivable. Allowing this theory to prevail would thus be the greatest dishonor we could do to Elvis.

People always want to know why Elvis screwed up and died. When he acted out the high school civics lesson version of the American Dream, which ought to be true, and found out it wasn’t, it was like hitting a brick wall. He gave up, and as a result he got lazy; he stopped believing, and he started abusing both his body and other people, and he died.

The condition of Elvis Presley’s memory in the coming years depends upon re-creating the dreams that he embodied. It requires a refusal of a world that is unequal and a willingness to battle for the ideals inherent in those dreams.

In his songs—which, for me, means in his dreams—Elvis Presley shows us a different world. It’s tempting to say that he gave us that world, but that isn’t true. That world is always present, as a hope or a chance, but no one, not even the true visionary who sees it clearly as Elvis did, can give it to us. Such a world must be seized and created, then preserved with care and devotion by everyone who wishes to live in it. Get lazy and stop taking care, and you end up as unfortunately as Elvis did: the dream world crumbles at your feet.

When Bruce Springsteen played Europe last year, he decided to sing an Elvis song which might tell the audiences in the countries where Presley never played what this American mythology was all about. (Every American rock singer must feel like an Elvis stand-in overseas.) He picked “Follow That Dream,” but felt that the words didn’t speak as clearly as the music. So he wrote some new lyrics, which got to the essence of the matter. I like to imagine Elvis singing them:


[Every man has] a right to fight for the things he believes

For the things that come to him in dreams



And if we can follow that dream, wherever that dream may lead, then we will have honored Elvis Presley, and his image and music will be preserved.

But if we let our country be ripped in two, allow the spirit of fairness and equality that he represented to die, then Elvis will seem to history not a hero but only a noble fool—though even then, he’ll never look as foolish as we will for letting it happen.







INTRODUCTION TO SECTION 1 1984–1989


What was happening at Rolling Stone when I was there (1975–1980) was similar to what happened at Creem (1969–1973): they were going someplace I wasn’t going. Because I had this very specific idea of what I was supposed to do to be a writer. One part of that was, I was trying to capture something that hadn’t been captured. Almost like a film.

Nobody else—at Creem and Rolling Stone—even really understood what I was trying to do. I’d go further: Nobody else even knew I was trying to do something! I didn’t take it personally. And I tried to take it as comedically as possible. But I had some specific ideas of what this music’s about, what I’m about, what Detroit’s about… A lot of that’s in Fortunate Son. Or a whiff of it. It’s almost literally true that I knew from when I left high school what I was going to try to do.

I knew what was not being written, and I wanted to write it. I guess I mean to say: none of this was accidental. Why did I give up on Rolling Stone? Jann Wenner was a great editor for me. But I thought they were moving it far too quickly toward just being an alternative piece of journalism. And I didn’t think that would work. What was being left out? The idea that there was something new in the world and that nobody was saying it. Even as they were thinking they were talking about that very thing, they weren’t. There was this whole separation—not of church and state—but of ridiculous and serious.

So, we started a monthly newsletter, Rock & Roll Confidential, later Rock & Rap Confidential. The first issue went out in May 1983—two years into Ronald Reagan’s presidency—to only a few hundred committed rock fans. The idea came from Lee Ballinger. And communism. I understood that (1) it needed to be done by several people, not just one. And (2) it needed a tone of voice. You weren’t able to get those things in standard journalism. Standard journalism is against you having a voice. It isn’t interested in mockery. Or in anything that’s fabulous. Basically, I had a sense of the underlying ridiculousness of everything that was serious. Everything. And if you could bring that forward… But you had to do it right. You couldn’t destroy the old; you want to build on the old.

—D.M.








CHRISSIE COMES HOME



—RRC #10, MARCH 1984





Raves for what’s trendy or just fashionable tend to cheapen the dialogue about rock, especially when words like classic and masterpiece are applied to albums as fundamentally flawed as the likes of Big Country. The Pretenders’ Learning to Crawl makes you realize how irrelevant such superlatives have become. With this album, Chrissie Hynde is more clearly in charge than ever before, and she succeeds on almost every level: even her angry humor has never been so sharp, especially in brilliant musical jokes like “Time the Avenger,” an inversion of the Outsiders’ “Time Won’t Let Me.”

Yet discussions of Hynde’s album have centered around two issues that are only marginally relevant: the deaths of band members James Honeyman-Scott and Pete Farndon and the fact that four of Learning to Crawl’s tracks have previously been issued as singles. The latter is a genuinely dumb charge, ignoring the fact that this album attempts a complete statement, in which each song is a necessary element; Hynde isn’t repeating herself, or saddling her listeners with filler, because in the context of Learning to Crawl, “Middle of the Road,” “2000 Miles,” “My City Was Gone,” and “Back on the Chain Gang” take on new meaning and have their old ones refreshed and enriched.

Death itself saturates side one of Learning to Crawl, in which the most compassionate as well as the angriest songs—“Middle of the Road” and “Time the Avenger”—reflect what amounts to a one-way dialogue with Honeyman-Scott and Farndon, as well as Hynde’s absolute refusal to acquiesce in the face of so much mortality.

Learning to Crawl is also another dialogue between Hynde and people who can’t talk back—not just the dead band members, but also her own infant daughter and ultimately, the necessarily anonymous mass of listeners. Into this suspended conversation she pours everything she knows: a sense of roots and a sense of rootlessness (“My City Was Gone”), a profoundly fearful sense of the future, and a jaundiced yet completely empathetic gaze at the present (“Thumbelina”). In the best songs on this album (the only truly weak one is the messy “I Hurt You”) Chrissie Hynde speaks as wife, mother, rebel, lover. As far as I can tell, she isn’t posing, just incarnating all these roles. Stripped of Honeyman-Scott’s flamboyance, her own vision is sharper than ever, because it has to be.

Finally, what’s most engrossing and heartening about Learning to Crawl is the way it fits into a period stifled by silly concepts of renewed British Invasion, revamped Beatlemania, and other fads. Hynde is the most important U.S. expatriate since Jimi Hendrix; songs such as “Thumbelina,” “Middle of the Road,” “My City Was Gone,” and “2000 Miles” represent her first attempt to grapple with America and what’s happened in the decade since she left. The album also focuses on the loss of personal identity that comes from sensing a loss of geographic or social place. In the process, Learning to Crawl taps sources of current public despair and rage that only Elvis Costello, Bruce Springsteen, and a few rap performers have begun to fathom. That is, like all genuinely great albums, Learning to Crawl finally doesn’t fit into its period—it redefines the time in its own image, exposing what’s fraudulent and silly in present goings-on, suggesting a way forward.

Rather than the sop of Anglophile fashion, Chrissie Hynde offers something braver and more enduring: herself at the end of a taut rope. At the other end is her audience. From the degree of slack and tension, we can begin to measure what 1984 will really be like—and not only on the turntable.






DANCE WITH THE DEVIL



—RRC #17, OCTOBER 1984; DAVE MARSH AND GREIL MARCUS





It was inevitable that Ronald Reagan would make an imperial endorsement of Bruce Springsteen’s music, as he did at Hammonton, New Jersey, on September 19. “America’s future rests in a thousand dreams inside your hearts,” Reagan proclaimed. “It rests in the message of hope in songs of a man so many young Americans admire: New Jersey’s own Bruce Springsteen. And helping you make those dreams come true is what this job of mine is all about.”

Both the speech and the endorsement were based on unsound premises. Reagan was in the process of proclaiming his administration a victory for prosperity and Pax Americana at a time when unemployment and destitution are rife and hundreds of soldiers have been killed in battle as a direct result of his policies. And the “message of hope” that he—or his speechwriters—found in the music is anything but undiluted, as anyone who has heard Springsteen’s last four albums must be aware. But bizarre as it was, Reagan’s fiat wasn’t out of context. The rightist movement he represents means to appropriate everything and anything that uses any kind of American patriotic symbolism in its quest for a return to “social purity” and the worst values of the nineteenth century.

Not that one would know any of this, or have a proper impression of what Springsteen is really singing about from reading mainstream press accounts. Springsteen has now reached a peak of media celebrity. The context for Reagan’s foray into Bossmania was established in a four-minute report by Bernard Goldberg on the September 12 CBS Evening News with Dan Rather. Goldberg’s piece was well put together and generally kept the story straight until it reached its final line: “His shows are like old-time revival meetings, with the same old-time message: If they (i.e., his fans) work hard enough and long enough, like Springsteen himself, they also can make it to the Promised Land.” Since Goldberg was talking about a performance that included “Johnny 99,” “The River,” “My Hometown,” and “Born in the U.S.A.,” he seemed to be engaging in a willful misreading of the show’s content.

The next day, George Will, who also saw Springsteen at the Capitol Center, checked in with his nationally syndicated column. Will had attended the show at the invitation of Max Weinberg and his wife, Becky, who had mysteriously found him amusing on ABC TV’s This Week with David Brinkley. (They also invited Sam Donaldson, who didn’t show; so much for liberalism in broadcast journalism.) In the course of a clumsy encomium, Will managed to contort the experience beyond recognition, ending in a burst of free market bluster: “If all Americans—in labor and management, who make steel or cars or shoes or textiles—made their products with as much energy and confidence as Springsteen and his merry band make music, there would be no need for Congress to be thinking about protectionism.” In other words, if you find slapping bumpers onto compact cars less fulfilling than singing rock & roll songs in front of adoring masses, fuck off. Will’s column did not note that he had left the concert one song into the second set, though not before he finally unknotted his ugly yellow bow tie.

It was Will’s column that led directly to the Reagan speech, no surprise since Will has been a Reagan stooge since the 1980 campaign. (He was up to his neck in Debategate, before his colleagues declared that a nonissue.) Within twenty-four hours, the White House had contacted Springsteen’s agent, Barry Bell, to ask if the singer would appear with Reagan at the Hammonton rally! They were politely told that Springsteen was busy touring. Apparently, the Reagan campaign staff then decided that if they could not have an endorsement-in-fact, they’d simply swipe an endorsement-by-default, allowing Reagan to declare an affinity between his works and Springsteen’s. Thus did Reagan move from being the Teflon President to the Fly Paper President, a man incredibly difficult to shake off.

Springsteen often closes his show by saying, “Let freedom ring—but remember, you gotta fight for it.” But his battle is only beginning, for the display of patriotic symbols on his LP cover and at his shows (all those waving flags) offers Reagan and other Rightists an easy opportunity to practice the distortion in which they specialize. Reagan’s speech put him on the spot, and it didn’t take Springsteen long to make his move. Twenty minutes into his first show afterward, in Pittsburgh on September 21, he stopped to say, “The president was mentioning my name the other day and I kinda got to wondering what his favorite album musta been. I don’t think it was the Nebraska album. I don’t think he’s been listening to this one.” Then he went into “Johnny 99,” his song about an autoworker whom unemployment drives to murder. Later, Springsteen spoke of walking the Capitol Mall from the Lincoln Memorial to the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, concluding, “It’s a long walk from a government that’s supposed to represent all of the people to where we are today. It seems like something’s wrong out there when there’s a lotta stuff being taken away from a lotta people that shouldn’t have it taken away from [them]. And sometimes it’s hard to remember that this place belongs to us—that this is our hometown.”

Springsteen no more lives in a Promised Land than the rest of us; his words acknowledge this. It’s sad, in a way, that he had to make what was already obvious completely explicit, but that’s part of the price we pay for having a government that twists and distorts facts so badly and “news” media that accepts these distortions at face value. The only other public statement of recent weeks that has depicted the full derangement of our situation—the only other that dared to challenge the unspoken presumption that everything in America is not only all right but improving—came from another rocker, Elvis Costello. Costello appeared on The Tonight Show on September 17 and, before the biggest audience of his career, on a program that has been a virtual nonstop Reaganite party both on the stage and in the audience for the past two years, sang his anti-Reagan song, “Peace in Our Time.” But he did it with an amended line: “There’s already one spaceman in the White House,” he spat, giving the lyric the full ferocity of which he is capable. “What you want the same one there again for?” The venom of Costello’s singing blasted apart the illusion of the perfect harmony; needless to say, it was met with dead silence. It’s hard to imagine a greater tribute.

This is the day of the Big Lie, not just about the meaning of music but about the situation in Latin America, the Middle East, and in the heart of America itself. The ability to speak not just loudly but clearly (which Elvis Costello has done ever since “Less Than Zero”) is utterly essential. And Bruce Springsteen didn’t leave his ugly incident behind in Pittsburgh, because he can’t. Reagan is truly the Fly Paper President in his ability to ignore all refutations of his mendacity, and the next time he visits New Jersey, he’s likely to try the same campaign gimmick. Or will it be John Cougar in Indiana, Bob Seger in Detroit, or someone in your hometown?

What’s up for grabs right now isn’t just an election, much less the meaning of rock & roll songs. It’s the meaning of America itself that’s at stake. What we can’t repeat is the awful error of the sixties, ceding all images of patriotism to the opposition. And rock stars can’t fight this war alone, not if there’s any chance of winning. It’s up to the rest of us to also find ways of thinking and speaking clearly and of acting effectively together in order to reclaim our country and our future.






FREIGHT TRAIN BLUES



—RRC #29, OCTOBER 1985





Sitting in the bar of a Detroit hotel, I bumped into photographer Joel Bernstein, who mentioned that he’d shown Neil Young the comments in RRC 19 about Young’s enthusiasm for Ronald Reagan. Bernstein said that Young felt his quotes were misleading, since they were condensed from a much longer interview. But when I asked if that meant that Young had been quoted inaccurately, Bernstein said no. “He supports Reagan,” he said. “He thinks he’s good for the country.”

Young’s new album, Old Ways, has been hailed as a departure, his first LP of country music and his best since Rust Never Sleeps. Old Ways may very well be all of those things, though it must be said that the comparison to Rust is about as meaningful as claiming that any given Bob Dylan album is his best since Blood on the Tracks. “Best since” is not a criterion of greatness; more often, it’s an excuse for mediocrity. As it happens, “Misfits” might be Young’s first really great song since those on Rust, but it’s no departure, and it has a lot more in common with Everybody Knows This Is Nowhere than anything that ever came out of Nashville. Old Ways is Young’s most successful album in some time—but that’s because it abandons his forays into futurism and concentrates on nostalgia, which has been his major preoccupation since “Sugar Mountain” and “Helpless.”

What’s Neil Young nostalgic for? The wayward wind, the open highway, cowboys, doping and drinking, but more than anything, the way the world used to be, when America was young, strong, prosperous, undefeated. One source of Reagan’s appeal to Young (and those who think like him) is that RR promises that he can restore that world. Listen to Young, speaking in the September 7 Melody Maker: “In the Carter years, everybody was walking around with their tails between their legs…. Militarily, we had a lot of disasters and a lot of things that never should have happened and that maybe were mistakes in the first place, although it’s hard to say.

“People were being killed everywhere before we went over to try to help, and we went over and tried to help them and we fucked up. But y’know you can’t always feel sorry for everything that you did. Obviously, I wish no one had to die in any war but war is, ah, a dirty game…” Hard to believe that this is the man who wrote, “Four dead and Nixon’s coming.” Today Young implies that America should not regret the invasion of Cambodia, which is what those kids at Kent State were protesting when they were murdered by the National Guard.

So Neil Young is a meathead about politics. Does that make him a musical monster? Obviously not. Some of our greatest musicians—Elvis Presley, Ray Charles, and James Brown come readily to mind—are equally reactionary. But there’s a difference. Young is celebrated as a pop writer of great intellect and vision, which rock’s other right-wingers have not been. (The exception is Bob Dylan, and given Young’s very visible Dylan fixation throughout his career, Dylan’s shift rightward might even have been an impetus for Neil to make his move.) Young doesn’t just endorse what has been happening to the U.S. and the world in the past five years; he justifies and rationalizes it.

This has been going on in Neil Young’s music for a long time. But the real question is whether it makes any difference what Neil Young says. Obviously, RRC believes it does. Take re-ac-tor’s best song, “Southern Pacific,” in which Young mourns the passing of the railroads and specifically complains of the plight of railroad workers: “I ain’t no brakeman, ain’t no conductor / But I would be though, if I was younger.”

My father spent more than thirty years working for a railroad, mostly as a brakeman and conductor. I wonder if Young has any idea of what has happened to men like my dad in the past decade. In 1983, my father—only fifty-six years old—was forced to retire from the railroad because of disabilities caused by heart disease and two forms of cancer. It took almost a year for the insurance company to rule that his disability was legitimate. A few weeks before he died last summer, it did. Yet my father was still waiting—impatiently, angrily, and with a great deal of fear that added to his pain—for the government to decide the same. Had he managed to continue drawing breath for a few more months, he might have been confronted with the spectacle of having to return to a job that had literally sucked his life out of him, even though he could often barely walk across a room. For most of the time, he could walk, and under the current rules, if you can walk, you can work, and if you don’t, you’re a welfare cheat.

Neil Young’s support of Ronald Reagan is an endorsement of that policy and dozens more exactly like it. They are policies that he has never had to reckon with for one day in his privileged life. And, perhaps most importantly, they are policies that he makes as chic as his often gorgeous and frightening imagery, as palatable as his cracked, lonesome voice. And that’s why, no matter how many fascinating songs Neil Young may write and sing for the rest of his career, it would bother me not at all if he never did another. He may be good, but that doesn’t mean he’s not my enemy.






FIFTEEN LITTLE GIRLS HIDING IN THE BACKSEAT



—RRC #30, NOVEMBER 1985





By rights, the forces that want to censor rock ought to be on the run. The Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC) has now been exposed as a classic example of concealed conflict of interest and double-dealing. Although the PMRC denied for the first five months of its existence that it had any “membership” beyond its officers, a letter written by the group to the Recording Industry Association of America was signed by the wives of sixteen senators and congressmen, including the wives of five members of the Senate Commerce Committee, which held the September 19 hearings on “porn rock”; the wife of Senator Strom Thurmond, who presides over the Senate Judiciary Committee, which will determine the fate of record industry tape tax legislation; and the wife of Thomas Downey, co-chairman of the Congressional Arts Caucus and recipient of the RIAA’s 1984 Cultural Award.

Nor were the signatures the only dirty little secret involved in the rock debate. For instance, Tipper Gore finally revealed in Rolling Stone that Kandie Stroud, the “journalist” whose Newsweek article helped stir national debate about song lyrics, is in fact a PMRC consultant. And internal documents prove beyond a doubt that RIAA president Stanley Gortikov, at least, was not only willing to give PMRC a ratings code but was willing to at least consider a blacklist of artists who didn’t conform to the censors’ standards. (Full details are in my article “Sympathy for the Devil,” Village Voice, October 8.)

The idea of a warning label appeasement of the PMRC was explicitly rejected by eight record companies, including two, A&M and MCA, which had previously accepted it. During late September and the first week of October, serious opposition to censorship appeared to be mounting within the record industry, spearheaded by Frank Zappa and Danny Goldberg, of Gold Mountain Records. Goldberg formed the Musical Majority and enlisted support from the American Civil Liberties Union and Los Angeles mayor Tom Bradley, the only elected official who has opposed rock censorship.

The censors have now regrouped. President Reagan attacked rock lyrics in a mid-October speech; the New York Times has run two op-ed pieces attacking rock records and exactly zero supporting the music or the Constitution, while the highly ideological U.S. News & World Report devoted its October 28 cover to the topic. David Zucchino’s story in the November 7 Rolling Stone made it crystal clear that while the PMRC has diluted its original ratings proposal, it plans to push ahead with the rest of its program, blacklist and all.

Record industry response ranges from sluggish to nonexistent. Goldberg got around to an official rerelease of Keel’s album, featuring “The Right to Rock,” but didn’t get back to the fans who called offering to support the Musical Majority. The American Civil Liberties Union, Goldberg’s partner in founding the Musical Majority, has also been inactive since the hearing. Debbie Kresh signed on as the Musical Majority’s publicist but has been given nothing to publicize. An advertising campaign that was supposed to be at least partly funded by Island Records has never materialized. Word on the street has MTV basing its new broadcast TV ad campaign around the censors’ attacks, but in the most self-destructive way: replacing “I want my MTV” with “I got corrupted by MTV” or the like.

Because the industry has done nothing, the issue now is not whether rock should be censored but how; not whether rock stars are corrupting the morals of American kids, but what should be done about it. In part, the lack of action can be explained by the fact that many in the rock business feel ashamed of the music and its audience—like the RIAA’s Stanley Gortikov, who, at the New Music Seminar, had the audacity to echo the PMRC by reading the same excerpts from the Mentors’ “Golden Showers,” with its elaborate references to sniffing anal vapors.

If the record industry chooses to fight, it has all the ammunition it needs to win. For example, the least effort at doing some research would have turned up for Gortikov what RRC reader Greg Reibman of Dallas learned by calling Enigma Records: despite all the publicity given it by the PMRC, the Mentors’ You Axed for It!, which contains “Golden Showers,” has sold all of three thousand copies—a fraction of the sales of the label’s album by Stryper, the Christian heavy metal act.

Even more heartening has been the public response. I have spent hours on the radio from Boston to Los Angeles, and everywhere, even on shows where the host is rabidly right wing, both rock fans and those who loathe the music understand that what’s going on here is a fundamental attack on the First Amendment. Winning the battle against rock censorship on a national basis would not only be simple—it might even be easy.

But without organization and national education of the audience about the real issues, the results are likely to be dismal. Look at what just happened in San Antonio. Promoter Jack Orbin agreed to help Lynn Gladhill, president of Parents Against Subliminal Seduction, set up a screening panel for rock shows he presents. Gladhill interviewed Nikki Sixx of Mötley Crüe, and she approved of the group’s October 6 appearance at San Antonio Convention Center. Gladhill’s role as de facto censor is a major defeat, no matter that it temporarily lets Orbin conduct his business. The San Antonio deal establishes a precedent that can allow any well-connected group of censorship fanatics to control musical expression through a region and perhaps, eventually, the whole country.






THE LONESOME DEATH OF FOLK MUSIC



—RRC #33, FEBRUARY 1986





In the booklet that accompanies Biograph, his boxed set retrospective, Bob Dylan forces a theme to emerge. For the first time in many years, he credits his sources among bluesmen and traditional Appalachian folk singers, even acknowledging a few deceased contemporaries. Yet, he tells Cameron Crowe, he was never a folk singer. “Folk music was a strict and rigid establishment. If you sang folk songs from the thirties, you didn’t do bluegrass tunes or Appalachian ballads.” Dylan should know—he was castigated as a heretic and traitor for his genre-mingling even before he electrified his music.

Biograph itself doesn’t contain any of Dylan’s performances, so it can’t really make sense of the extent to which he’d mastered a stunning variety of traditional material. To learn about that, you have to dig up the ten-record bootleg box Ten of Swords (Tarantula).

“If it was worth my while, I could put together a ten-record set of unreleased songs, songs that have never gotten out and songs that have been bootlegged,” Dylan recently told Time. Ten of Swords, over eight hours long and containing material only from 1961 to 1966, is filled with a lot of the music he must have been thinking about.

The readily digestible highlights of Ten of Swords are the rock & roll tracks from ’65 and ’66, especially the live ones. But what’s most extraordinary about the set is the way it builds a comprehensive picture of Dylan as a master of traditional folk and blues material. There’s a beautiful seven-minute version of “Barbara Allen,” the litmus test of folk singing; Dylan crooning “No More Auction Block,” from which he got the melody to “Blowin’ in the Wind,” and a Robert Johnson medley kicked off by “Kind Hearted Woman Blues.” Heard alongside their sources, Dylan’s own “Hollis Brown,” “Don’t Think Twice,” “Mr. Tambourine Man,” and little-known originals like “Man on the Street” and “Percy’s Song” seem natural extensions. They have the same groove, the same lyricism, the same awareness of what Ralph Ellison called “that quality which makes for the mystery of the blues: their ability to imply far more than they state outright and their capacity to make the details of sex convey meanings which touch upon the metaphysical.”

In this context, Dylan’s breakthrough to rock seems inevitable, a one-man encapsulation of the development of American folk and popular music. It’s the natural outcome of two streams finally converging and overflowing, like the great confluence of waters that takes the Mississippi from a tiny stream near Dylan’s hometown in Hibbing, Minnesota, to the broad expanses of the Delta a thousand miles south. You can read about this process and observe its many transitional moments, but nothing quite compares to the vivid roar with which Dylan picks up his guitar and crashes through the dams and levees.

In the years when Dylan made the earthshaking music on Ten of Swords and Biograph, those isolated strands of American music still qualified as types of folk music: uniquely regional expressions with integral roots in specific communities. But Dylan’s creative convergence (or for that matter, Elvis Presley’s) was only possible because such communities were in the final stages of disintegration. The process started in the twenties as the South industrialized and the first great migration out of the region’s rural areas began. World War II and the postwar boom completed the job of transferring the Black and White farmers of the South to the cities: Chicago, Detroit, New York, but also Memphis and Atlanta.

The results for folk music were inescapable, beginning with the first recordings of country songs in the twenties, which led to both the country music industry and the folklorist revival. But the real transformation began with Muddy Waters’s electrification of the blues in the late forties, then continued with the innovations of the great rock and soul singers of the fifties and sixties. Elvis and Jerry Lee Lewis, Wilson Pickett and Tina Turner are all obvious products of this great shift from rural to urban, agricultural to industrial, regional to national.

This is a story that can’t really be told through the music of one performer, even one as omnivorous as Bob Dylan. You can get a better handle on it by also listening to the season’s other great boxed set, the seven-volume Atlantic Rhythm and Blues, 1947–1974. But if you’re too young to have experienced that transition, I doubt that you can really grasp what it was like to have Aretha Franklin, Mahalia Jackson, Mother Maybelle Carter, and Skip James all bouncing off one another, their music publicly exposed to mass media security, yet always reflecting the quite separate communities from which they came. It fell to Bob Dylan to create the greatest synthesis of these remnants, which makes him both the truest heir of folk music and its ultimate executioner.

Today, there is no folk music, even though the music industry is built around and shaped by the descendants of folk forms. You can’t create music that speaks to any significant number of people except by mingling not only those folk remnants but also forms of technology that those communities never imagined: TV, the movies, synthesizers, modern recording studios. What’s presented as folk music today—the likes of Phranc and the Washington Squares—does have a connection to the urban wing of the “folk movement” that was inspired by Dylan and Joan Baez, the Kingston Trio, and Peter, Paul and Mary. But that connection doesn’t lead toward the future; it simply evokes a past that has vanished. There won’t be a folk revival of any scale for the best possible reason: we aren’t those people any longer.

If a Dylan revival were possible, now would seem to be the moment. In addition to his charity appearances, Biograph, and his upcoming tour with Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers, this spring will see the publication of Robert Shelton’s No Direction Home, a massive biography twenty years in the making. But such a revival isn’t likely. The revamping of American culture is now so complete that the majestic and beautiful music Bob Dylan created seems to emerge from a time warp. Though Dylan is recognized today as a great lyricist, his brilliance as a performer is all but unknown. But even if Biograph and Ten of Swords are no longer seeds to be sown, they still offer a harvest to be reaped.
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