Bob Dylan’s Sixties
One of the great passions of my life is singing old Bob Dylan songs. And like many others with the same passion, I have often wondered how Dylan at such a young age could write such great songs that continue to mean so much for so many people so many years later. 
The clues he gives in his Chronicles, which came out last year, are intriguing. We already knew that he modeled himself on Woody Guthrie, and that the songs of the country bluesman Robert Johnson had a big influence on him. We also knew that he was exposed to the songs of Bertolt Brecht and Hanns Eisler, in the days when he was “so much older then” by his girlfriend, Suze. But what his book brings out is how conscious he was about trying to combine these formative influences.  
The point comes out even more clearly from Mats Jacobsson, who has recently defended a doctoral thesis in Lund, Dylan i 60-talet. Jacobsson’s book is full of literary associations, showing how the lyrics in Bob Dylan’s songs are related to passages in the Bible and draw on “intertexts” taken from earlier poets, such as John Keats and other romantics of the 19th century and, perhaps especially, Allen Ginsberg and the beats of the 1950s. I especially enjoyed the chapter on John Wesley Harding, which makes it clear that even in the later 1960s, Dylan was still working consciously as a cultural hybrid, bringing together forms of expression that were normally separated. While the songs on Highway 61 Revisited and Blonde on Blonde brought folk music and rock’n roll together, the songs on John Wesley Harding brought a sort of poetic meaning into country music, which up to that time was considered the epitome of reaction and sentimentality.     
Reading the two books together, we can better understand what makes the songs of the young Bob Dylan great. It is the remixing, the recombining of cultural materials that seems to be fundamental. When American society was beginning a process of what economic historians call creative destruction – that is, moving from one “long wave” of economic development to another - Dylan’s songs provided a kind of creative reconstruction. By combining the folk music that appealed to middle class, left-leaning liberals with the rock’n roll of the working class, he opened up new forms of cultural expression for both sides. And by combining the “high” literature of romantic poetry with the mass culture of country music, his songs served to change both. And, like Ray Charles and the other founders of “soul” music, by combining both religious and secular sources materials, he could help inspire a new spirituality.
And yet, as Dylan makes clear in his Chronicles he remains in many respects unable to understand what he had done. He admits that while people thought of his songs as a part of the political radicalism of the 1960s, his favorite politician was actually the reactionary Republican senator Barry Goldwater – the man who ran for President in 1964 promising to “bomb the Vietnamese back to the stone age”.  Even though he had written songs that had, and continue to have, a deeply political meaning for many people, he tells us now that he apparently hadn’t really meant what he wrote.

So while his book is full of candid insights, and Jacobsson’s is full of interesting scholarly interpretations, there remains a certain mystery about how those great songs of the 1960s really got written. 
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