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Maria Kouvarou

‘This is what Salvation must be like after a While’: Bob Dylan’s Critical Utopia

Abstract

Bob Dylan’s work has frequently been the object of discussion, debate and
scholarly research. It has been commented on in terms of interpretation of the
lyrics of his songs, of their musical treatment, and of the distinctiveness of
Dylan’s performance style, while Dylan himself has been treated both as an
important figure in the world of popular music, and also as an artist, as a
significant poet. In his prolific output Dylan deals with a number of recurring
themes, which he constantly revisits and develops. One of these themes is the
perpetual search for salvation, which runs throughout his entire work, while at the
same time taking significantly different forms.

I argue in this dissertation that Dylan’s search for salvation takes place within a
distinct range of different contexts, which include the longing for social salvation,
the striving towards individual fulfilment, the desire for salvation through
romantic relationships, and the constant journey towards an idealized place that
will bring about a sense of salvation and redemption, while at the same time the
idea of religious salvation in a more general sense can also be seen as hovering

over all of these more specific contexts.

I aim to demonstrate that Dylan’s search for salvation has a strongly utopian
character, a search for something characterized by hope, but which, however close
it might seem to be, is nevertheless not achieved in reality. Drawing on
approaches derived in part from the critical theorist Ernst Bloch and also on more
recent writers on the concept of Utopia, | argue that it is through this utopian
dimension that Dylan’s work also functions as critique. Dylan, in showing the

world’s situation as it should be shows us simultaneously the way it actually is, and it is

the gulf between these two that functions as critique.
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Introduction

Aims and Rationale

In this dissertation I aim to demonstrate the ways in which the notion of salvation is
treated in the work of Bob Dylan. As Michael Gray points out, the continuous search
for ‘salvation’ is constantly evident in Dylan’s songs. He writes: ‘In fact the quest for
salvation might well be called the central theme of Bob Dylan’s entire output’.'
Steven Heine, in Bargainin’ for Salvation: Dylan, a Zen master? which explores the
search for salvation through Dylan’s songs, supports Gray’s view and goes further by
claiming that in the whole corpus of his work Dylan sees himself as an outcast
constantly struggling to attain redemption, trying to find his way to the gates of
heaven.” This quest for salvation and redemption represents, of course, the strongly
utopian character of Dylan’s music, where the imagery of ‘heaven’ signifies Utopia.
The German critical theorist and Marxist philosopher Ernst Bloch, much of whose
work focuses on the concepts of hope and of Utopia, has pointed out that, as far as the
request for heaven and the life after death is concerned, ‘This is indeed the divine
realm, that which appears at the end, or that which announces, that which the
Messiah, which Christ brings....”* Dylan, of course, does not give a specific religious
character in his work that proclaims his appeals for heavenly paradise, apart from the
small period of time when his work was overtly Christian during the late 1970s and
the very beginning of the 1980s. As Mellers has argued, ‘Always Dylan’s ‘criticism of
life’ involved the possibility for a “religious” interpretation. It was not specifically

Christian and it did not need to be; given his Midwestern background, however, it is

! Michael Gray, Song and Dance Man I11: The Art of Bob Dylan (Essex: Continuum Press, 2000),
p.207-8

? Steven Heine, Bargainin’ for Salvation: Dylan, a Zen master? (London: The Continuum International
Publishing Group, 2009), p.1

? Ernst Bloch, The Utopian Function of Art and Literature: Selected Essays, transl. by Jack Zipes and
Frank Meckelnburg (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1989), p.6



surprising that in Slow Train Coming, it should have taken a Christian revivalist
form.”* It can be argued that it is perhaps not a particularly surprising development in
a person’s life that they should turn their hopes directly to religion if they come to the
realization that the pleasures of the world alone cannot provide a sense of salvation
and spiritual fulfillment. Nevertheless, while religion might underlie a person’s world
view, it might not necessarily take a specifically religious form. In McGregor’s view,
religion had always been a constant subject of Dylan’s work, not only in terms of his
use of biblical language and allusions, but also in terms of the perpetual handling of
the issue of the relationship between Man and God.” The theme of religious salvation
has a persistent place in Dylan’s work, in images of sinners and saints, jokers and
thieves and faith healers which are often present in his songs. However, apart from his
overtly religious creative years, when he claimed himself to be a born-again Christian,
he always gave these issues a secular character.’

As indicated above, Dylan’s search for salvation can be seen from the
perspective of a man trying to reach spiritual heaven, and Bloch can be brought out
again here, as he has suggested that this Utopian view — which is particularly linked
with Christianity — has developed out of a need for men to believe that death is not
final, and thus that human life is not meaningless.” It is the argument of this
dissertation that the utopian vision of Dylan’s songs has a strongly critical and moral
function, without acquiring a religious character, in the sense that, as stated before, his
only overt religious references have been the ones made with the songs of his

‘Christian period’ that lasted roughly from 1978 until 1983. I argue in this dissertation

* Wilfrid Mellers, ‘God, Modality and Meaning in Some Recent Songs of Bob Dylan’ in Popular
Music, 1 (1981), p.146

> Craig McGregor, ‘Introduction’ in Bob Dylan: A Retrospective, Craig McGregor (ed.) (Sydney:
Angus and Robertson Publishers, 1973), p.8

® R. Clifton Spargo and Anne K. Ream, ‘Bob Dylan and Religion’ in The Cambridge Companion to
Bob Dylan, Kevin J. Dettmar (ed.) (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), p.93

" Bloch (1989), p.10



that this need for salvation that can be traced in Dylan’s work acquires a hovering
religious character — not of a specific religiosity though — and this is why it should not
be considered as a separate tendency, as much as it had been taken to an extreme end
by Dylan in his Christian years. It has however been explored in other ways in his
work like the appeal for a saved, fair society, the achievement of an individual
fulfilment, the safety of a complete romantic relationship and the movement to a
special location — either mental or physical — which can bring about a sense for
salvation and fulfillment. While the above tendencies are extensively discussed
throughout this dissertation I have to clarify at this point that religious salvation
would not be treated likewise, as is a running subtheme throughout, not only because
of Dylan’s constant use of biblical language, but also because of the hovering idea of
religiosity throughout his output. Nevertheless, because the influence of religion and
biblical language in Dylan is so pronounced I shall return to it in my concluding
chapter. Dylan’s search for salvation can be seen in the light of utopian theories as it
acquires, as has already been mentioned, a strongly critical and moral function. It can
be argued that, Dylan, in showing the world’s situation as it should be shows us
simultaneously the way it actually is, and it is the gulf between these two that
functions as critique. This position taken by Dylan can be seen as acquiring the
overtones of a persistent hope for the improvement of the world’s situation. This view
can be supported by Ruth Levitas, who, in her book The Concept of Utopia, writes:
‘Sometimes utopia embodies more than an image of what the good life would be and
becomes a claim about what it could and should be: the wish that things might be
otherwise becomes a conviction that it does not have to be like this.”® Thus, Dylan’s

critique of the world as it is, and his constant search for what can be seen as a utopian

¥ Ruth Levitas, The Concept of Utopia (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1990), p.1



state of salvation, is simultaneously evoking the images of possible alternatives for a
better life.

The rationale of this dissertation is partly to do with the continuing interest in
Dylan’s work, which, quite apart from the multitude of journalistic commentaries that
have appeared over the last 50 years or so, has also developed steadily and
increasingly within academic studies across a range of disciplines, including English
literature, sociology and theology as well as musicology. Some examples are Mellers
(1984, 1981), Negus (2008), Bowden (2001), Gilmour (2004), Heine (2009), and
Ricks (2004). The concept of salvation emerges in a number of these studies (for
example, Heine, Mellers, Gilmour). It is not, however, developed particularly
critically, and is nowhere linked with the concept of Utopia. It is my intention in this
dissertation to show how the concept of salvation in Dylan’s work has a critical

function through its relation to the concept of Utopia.

Conceptual Framework’

What is meant by the term ‘salvation’ in this context is the preservation and
deliverance from harm, ruin, or loss, as well as the sources and means of being saved
in this way. As a theological terminology, ‘salvation’ represents the deliverance from
sins and its consequences, occurring, in Christian belief, by faith in Christ. In biblical
language, ‘salvation’ is interpreted to mean everything God has done, is doing and
will do for human who suffer from the misery, mortality and the meaninglessness of
the human condition. In other words, and more suitably for the context in which I am

placing the term, ‘salvation’ is the attempt to reach a ‘place’ (physical or mental),

? The two main sources I used for the definitions of the terms I present in this part are: Leland Ryken,
James C. Wilhoit, Tremper Longman III et al. (eds.), Dictionary of Biblical Imagery (Leicester: Inter
Varsity Press, 1998) and Judy Pearsall (ed.), The Concise English Dictionary, 10" ed. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001)



which may as well be a utopian one, where someone can find peace and safety. The
constant search for ‘individual fulfillment’ or, ‘spiritual fulfillment’ which is very
often evident in Dylan’s work, can again be related to the constant search for
‘salvation’. In Christian terms ‘salvation’ is the deliverance from the punishment of
sin and the agent or means that brings about such deliverance.

The concept of ‘salvation’ comes with a cluster of other closely associated
concepts which belong to its orbit. Important among these is ‘redemption’, the
payment of an obligation. Someone is redeemed if he gets compensated for the faults,
as well as if he makes up for past poor performance or behaviour. ‘Redemption’ is
also the idea of paying a price to regain something and, as a biblical term, has two
overtones; while it implies deliverance and restoration, it also involves a cost that
needs to be paid. In Christian terms ‘redemption’ is salvation from sin through Jesus’
sacrifice. ‘Redemption’, as stated in The Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, has been
through distinct developments as we move from the Old Testament to the New
Testament.'® While in the Old Testament sin is mostly associated with retribution and
followed by punishment, in the New Testament it is more likely to be linked with the
idea of redemption, through the Love of God. This attitude has also been evident in
Dylan’s use of biblical language where, especially in his early songs, he treats
unrighteous people with unforgiving feelings, always aiming for their punishment.
Dylan’s Judaic interpretation of the Bible is replaced by the time John Wesley
Harding is released with the idea and need for forgiveness and redemption. Bert
Cartwright comments on Dylan’s biblical imagery by exemplifying five different
phases of his development as a songwriter. The first phase lasted from 1961 until

1966 when Dylan used the Bible as a part of the cultures of the American white and

1 Ryken, Wilhoit, Longman III et al.(eds.), p.698



black poor, and used biblical language in favour of them. The second phase lasted
until he wrote John Wesley Harding. Dylan’s biblical imagery was more indirect but
still strongly evident. Phase three lasted from 1974 up to 1978. Through this phase
Dylan ‘used the Bible as material for a sophisticated artist who had learned
consciously to work simultaneously on several levels of meaning’, while he used the
Bible as a believer and preaching device in the fourth phase that lasted from 1978
until 1983, the years of his Christian conversion. Finally, after 1983, ‘biblical faith
had been internalized sufficiently for it to serve subtly as Dylan’s worldview’."" In
Mike Marqusee’s opinion, the influence of Bible on Dylan’s songwriting is not to be
seen as a religious influence. He suggests that Dylan was drawn to it because biblical

language was archaic and resonant, it used the power of metaphorical imagery and it

conveyed feelings of mystery.'? In Negus’ view,

In juxtaposing imagery from different sources in his songwriting, Dylan has
consistently used a vocabulary derived from the Bible. Biblical imagery has
been a pervasive presence as narrators and characters search but never find

some form of redemption.

Related to the idea of ‘redemption’ is also the plea of the ‘Day of Judgment’, with the
apocalyptic meanings used so often in Dylan’s songs. The day of the Last Judgment is
considered to be positive for the oppressed, who will be finally saved, but negative for
the unrighteous who are finally punished. Another related term is ‘atonement’ which
in secular terms is the reparation for a wrong or injury, while, as a theological

definition it implies the reconciliation of God with humanity. For someone’s

" Bert Cartwright, The Bible in the Lyrics of Bob Dylan, rev. ed. (Lancashire: Wanted Man, 1992),
p-15: Cartwright’s observations are also stated by Gray, p.169 and Michael J. Gilmour, p.2

12 Mike Marqusee, Chimes of Freedom: The Politics of Bob Dylan’s Art (New York: The New Press,
2003), p.237

1 Keith Negus, Bob Dylan (London: Equinox Publishing Ltd., 2008), p.111



‘atonement’, both in secular and sacred meanings, ‘repentance’ is required; the feeling
of regret about something wrong done. In the Bible, Paul’s interpretation of
repentance is characteristic. He explains repentance as to be the understanding of
wrong done, the need for justice and the desire for God’s presence.

In some cases the terms ‘deliverance’ and ‘rescue’ are used, referring again to
the recovery or preservation from loss or danger, while ‘reconciliation’ — in the sense
of admitting one man’s sins — will be mentioned in some others. In secular terms
‘reconciliation’ is the restoration of friendly relations, the settlement of quarrels,
while in its biblical use, ‘reconciliation’ comes between God and a sinful man through
forgiveness. ‘Retribution’ is also a state often met in Dylan’s songs, in cases in which
someone has to pay for his actions. There is a specific period in Dylan’s work that is
characterized by ‘conversion’, as spiritual rebirth; a spiritual enlightenment which
leads a person to a new approach to life. This notion can also be applied to other
periods of Dylan’s work, used in a more indirect way. The theme of ‘salvation’ is
constantly applied in Dylan’s work, taking various forms — the request for a saved
society, freed from political and social injustice, the longing for a fulfilling
relationship between lovers, the hope for individual fulfilment which brings peace
within oneself, the journey to a special place where someone can reach peace, and,
eventually, the recognition of resolution, every man’s destination, in death. The claim
for ‘salvation’ does not always have a positive outcome in Dylan’s work. Sometimes
it can be achieved, sometimes it is present but not achievable, sometimes it is
unattainable. Examples of songs for each of these categories will be discussed
throughout this dissertation.

Having identified here the key concepts that underpin this dissertation, I now

go on to discuss methodological issues concerning the approach I have taken. This is



followed by a literature survey which has a double purpose. First, it is designed to
provide an historical context raising important issues in Dylan’s work, such as his
lyrical writing, the musical treatment of his songs, the effects of performance, the
importance of his constant musical style-shifting, and the role of the audience in his
work. And second, it also serves to provide perspectives on these issues to be found in
the writings of the main commentators on Dylan’s work. I conclude the Introduction
with an overview of the main issues addressed in the dissertation, an outline of its

structure, with a brief commentary on each chapter.

Methodology
Taking a critical approach to the work of a popular songwriter like Dylan can be a
tricky issue; songs consist of lyrics, music and performance, and technological means
are utilized in ways that contribute in very fundamental terms to the final effect. Thus,
before commenting on Dylan’s songs, we should first clarify which particular aspects
of the song are being taken most seriously into account.

For the analysis of popular music in general the use of traditional
musicological approaches is not always practical or productive, as this kind of
approach deals with the notion of a ‘pure text’, taking the score as the main reference
point for understanding a piece of music. Allan Moore argues that traditional
musicology has its limitations as a medium for the analysis of popular music, and he
points to the multi-dimensionality of popular songs, which consist of ‘rhythm and
harmony and melody and instrumental timbre and lyrics and, quite possibly, other
P

elements as wel Each of these elements is individually important, but the way

they work together is also equally important. Roy Shuker, on the other hand, claims

' Allan F. Moore, Rock: The Primary Text: Developing a Musicology of Rock (Buckingham: Open
University Press, 1993), p.31



that popular songs are mostly ‘interpreted through performance, and are received
primarily in terms of the body and emotions rather than as pure text’."> According to
Richard Middleton, when the ‘pure text’ in its notated form is used as the medium for
analyzing songs, then aspects such as rhythm, timbre and performance, all of them
determinative elements for the formation of the final effect of a song, are not given
necessary attention. '®

Even though in earlier years the value of popular music was neglected by
academic musicologists, it is taken more seriously into account in the last two
decades. Many scholars such as Middleton, Moore and Tagg are still taking a
musicological approach to the study of popular music, but they do so in a different
form than that utilized for the study of ‘serious music’, as these different musics
consist of very different types of texts. In both types of musicology, as Shuker has
insisted, a consistent musical terminology is indispensible.'” As Moore suggests,
there are three main approaches for the analysis of popular music, the first one being
pre-analytical, aiming ‘to elucidate theoretical approaches pertinent to the music’,
while the two others are strictly analytical: the ‘one aims to unearth the “meaning” of
individual songs, while the other aims to discover the characteristic features of
particular styles’.'® Shuker supports the view that a musicological approach is
inadequate for the study of popular music, as, focusing on the text alone, prevents us
from discovering the effects the music has on the listener; how pleasure is created
through consumption, the relationship to the body, the generation of emotions and
sexuality as reactions to the act of listening."” Similarly, when a notation-centric

approach is utilized for the analysis of popular songs, aspects of them like non-

!> Roy Shuker, Understanding Popular Music, 2™ ed. (London: Routledge, 2005), p.140

'® Richard Middleton, Studying Popular Music, (Buckingham: Open University Press), p.111
17 Shuker (2005), p.140

' Moore, p.11

1 Shuker (2005), p.141



standard pitch, irregular rhythm, articulation, performance, timbre and recording
techniques are usually underscored and neglected, leading as a result to an incomplete
analysis.”’ It is important to specify that despite the variety of the musicological
approaches utilized in popular music studies these are used either for the analysis of
individual songs, trying to discover their meaning through musicological theories, or
are interested in the style of different songs, with the latter not to take individual
songs’ meanings into account.”’ A notation-centric approach is of vital importance for

art music analysis, but it is not so for popular music analysis. In Moore’s words:

The rock score, where one exists, is actually a transcription of what has
already been performed and produced. Therefore, although the analysis of art
music iS, normally, the analysis of the score, an analysis of rock cannot follow
the same procedure. It must refer to the primary text, which is, in this case,
what is heard. And yet, we cannot ignore notation altogether, since it does
play a role (sheet music remains available), and can be valuable if its use is

carefully considered.”

Apart from the relationship between texts and listeners, the historical location of the
text and its performers should also be taken into account.*

In many cases scholars tend to analyze popular songs by focusing on the
words alone; this was a tendency most common through the 1950s and 1960s in the
work of music sociologists.”* As Middleton says, ‘most study of lyrics has taken the
form of content analysis — which tends to oversimplify the relationship between words

and ‘reality’, and to ignore the structural specificity of the verbal and musical

2 Middleton, p.105

I Moore, p.15

22 Ibid, p.33

3 Shuker (2005), p.141

* Ibid, p.141: Shuker gives Simon Frith as an example of a sociologist who took this stance.

10



signifying systems’.”> Moore writes that: ‘It is perhaps because of music’s persistent
ineffability and resistance to enquiries that attempt to refer it to “the outside world”
that many commentators write as if it is merely a pleasant backdrop to the lyrics, and
concentrate either on the interpretation of the lyrics themselves or on the persona

embodied in the human voice.’*¢

However, the lyrics do not simply provide the
meaning of a song; they contribute as one of a number of different elements which
interact for the formation of meaning. As much as the words have the ability to give
some meaning to the music, they also can have their meaning altered by the musical
treatment.”’ Lyrics, even if being spoken in specific words, create a meaning which
can be altered by the effect of the musical treatment and vocal delivery. It is important
to acknowledge that most people do not pay attention to the lyrics when they first
listen to a song, as they focus on the totality of it, namely the overall sound.”®

Another aspect that should be taken into account in the analysis of popular
songs is the vocal performance itself. Middleton writes that ‘there is a strong tendency
for vocals to act as a unifying focus within the song. The continuity and diagetic
function of almost all vocal melody draw us along the linear thread of the song’s
syntagmatic structure, producing a “point of perspective” from which the otherwise

29 y, -
7 Tt s

disparate parts of the musical texture can be placed within a coherent “image
commonly accepted, as far as popular songs are concerned, that performance can
transform a composition. Middleton supports the above view with reference to Billie

Holiday’s performance on the 1936 recording of ‘These Foolish Things’ as an

example which, while maintaining the known character of the song, reinvents its

2 Middleton, p.227-8

2 Moore, p.158

27 Middleton, p.228: Middleton uses Laign’s theory to support his argument.
2% Shuker (2005), p.148: Lyrics can also be misconstrued by the listeners.

% Middleton, p.264

11



vocal melody.”® Performance can therefore be a determinative element for popular
music songs. As Middleton writes, ‘[o]ne obvious general point can be made: that
popular music is overwhelmingly a “voice music”. The pleasure of singing, of hearing

3! The difficulty arises with the fact that vocal and timbral

singers is central to it
qualities cannot be described adequately in any system of visual representation,
whether through traditional notation or through some other form of graphic
representation, and this is a further example in support of Moore’s emphasis on the
insufficiency of notation-centric analysis for popular music.*® This calls to mind the
argument put forward by Roland Barthes in his famous essay ‘The Grain of the
Voice’” something echoed by Middleton in Studying Popular Music with reference to
Barthes’ attempts to identify the pleasures of performance, especially singing.33
Bearing the above in mind, we should now turn to consider these
methodological issues in relation to Dylan’s work. Important readings that cover
Dylan’s songs in terms of lyrics, music and performance will be discussed later in this
chapter. The most common debate concerning Dylan, as we shall see, is whether his
lyrics should be considered as poetry, and whether they constitute the most important
element of his art. The quality of his lyrics is remarkably high, but they remain
ingredients of songs, functioning in combination with other elements. Longhurst
supports the view that popular songs should be analyzed in three dimensions: the
performance, the musical genre and the way the lyrics operate in relation to rhythm and

sound, thus no individual element of a popular song is the determinative one.”* As

Ricks states in his book about Dylan, there must be an ‘equilateral thinking of Bob

3 Ibid, p.53

31 Ibid, p.261

32 Moore, p.33

33 Middleton, p.267

3 Brian Longhurst, Popular Music and Society (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), p.173

12



Dylan’ in terms of his songwriting; a triangle between music, his voices and his
words.

From a more general point of view the process of treating the distinction
between poetry and song lyric as a distinction between written and spoken word can be
misleading. Poetry and song share continuity rather than a clear separation. Between
the two there are, as Frith points out, some other types of ‘performed’ language, for
example ‘oral poetry’ or public uses of words for special purposes like nursery and
advertising rhymes.’® Gray supports this argument by stating that the root of both
poetry and literature in general is oral art; in almost every culture the oldest vehicle for
poetry was song. Besides, poetry and music have an important unifying element;

rhythm.*’

Additionally, the music is the means that makes the songs’ words
memorable, as the lyrics can usually on