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Series Foreword

Although the term singer-songwriters might most frequently be associated with a cadre of musicians of the early 1970s such as Paul Simon, James Taylor, Carly Simon, Joni Mitchell, Cat Stevens, and Carole King, the Praeger Singer-Song-writer Collection defines singer-songwriters more broadly, both in terms of style and in terms of time period. The series includes volumes on musicians who have been active from approximately the 1960s through the present. Musicians who write and record in folk, rock, soul, hip-hop, country, and various hybrids of these styles will be represented. Therefore, some of the early 1970s introspective singer-songwriters named above will be included, but not exclusively.

What do the individuals included in this series have in common? Some have never collaborated as writers. But, while some have done so, all have written and recorded commercially successful and/or historically important music and lyrics at some point in their careers.

The authors who contribute to the series also exhibit diversity. Some are scholars who are trained primarily as musicians, while others have such areas of specialization as American studies, history, sociology, popular culture studies, literature, and rhetoric. The authors share a high level of scholarship, accessibility in their writing, and a true insight into the work of the artists they study. The authors are also focused on the output of their subjects and how it relates to their subject’s biography and the society around them; however, biography in and of itself is not a major focus of the books in this series.

Given the diversity of the musicians who are the subject of books in this series, and given the diversity of viewpoint of the authors, volumes in the series will differ from book to book. All, however, will be organized chronologically around the compositions and recorded performances of their subjects. All of the books in the series should also serve as listeners’ guides to the music of their subjects, making them companions to the artists’ recorded output.

James E. Perone, Series Editor


Introduction

Writing about music is like dancing about architecture—it’s a really stupid thing to want to do.1

Elvis Costello

Elvis Costello’s “dancing about architecture” line is one of my favorite quotes. (It’s unclear whether he was the first person to ever say it, but it makes a better quote than that thing he once said about Ray Charles, so let’s let him have this one.) The image of “dancing about architecture” is a brilliant abstraction, one that makes you ponder the possibilities: One could cook about painting, hum about photographs, jog about sculpture. Even though I think he was wrong, Costello’s line is such a good one that I feel compelled to confront it before moving forward here. Why would one want to write a book about a singer-songwriter — especially one whose life and career has already proved to be a gold mine for so many writers?

In his introduction to Runaway American Dreams: Listening to Bruce Springsteen, Jimmy Guterman suggests that the authors of the many books already published on Springsteen have an agenda of “I think Bruce is great and maybe if I write a book about him I’ll get to meet him or something,” and that most of these works can be described as “‘How Bruce’s music changed my life’ books.”2

He’s probably right. To this I would add that a good deal of writing on Springsteen has sought to show how he speaks for us — the American, the Everyman, the Average Joe — even, how he is us. Then there are the ever-growing studies that want to place Springsteen within the literary tradition of Emerson, Thoreau, Twain, and Steinbeck.

I didn’t write this book hoping to meet Bruce Springsteen. I imagine he’d be good company, but I don’t listen to his albums because I think he’d offer scintillating dinner conversation or make a good teammate at darts. I’m not writing this to tell people that the man changed my life — I doubt most people would care, and why should they? Nor do I claim that he speaks for me. About the only things that Springsteen and I have in common are that I lived in New Jersey for the better part of four years, and that both of us were once stuffed into a garbage can by a teacher in elementary school.

As far as Springsteen’s place in the literary canon, I’ll leave that to others to determine. My concern here is Springsteen’s place in the American singer-songwriter tradition.

One of the reasons I’ve wanted to write about Springsteen is that I’ve found myself having discussions over the years about how he has been misunderstood. I grew up in the midst of Born in the U.S.A., and in the mid-1980s this seemed to be the only album anyone had ever heard by him. Born to Run had been released only nine years earlier, but even then it was an album that your uncle or older sister had, maybe on eight-track. When I told people that Bruce Springsteen was my favorite artist, the picture they had was of a lipsynced MTV video (“Dancing in the Dark”) with a then-unknown Courtney Cox, and of another song (“Born in the U.S.A.”) that was more of a misunderstood rally cry than groundbreaking music. During my freshman year in college, my roommate told me that Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s remake of “Born to Run” was better than the original.

People just didn’t know.

I wrote film and record reviews for the Daily Targum at Rutgers. A 20-something undergraduate on the staff who (I must admit) had an amazing record collection told me Springsteen wasn’t all that. For him, Lou Reed’s view of New York was more gritty and, thus, more “real” than the one Springsteen offered on Born to Run. Funnily enough, critic Lester Bangs had reported an identical sentiment back in 1975. A friend had told Bangs, “When I listen to Bruce Springsteen, I hear a romanticization of New York. When I listen to Lou Reed, I hear New York.”3 Similarly, an angry young Bob Geldolf once said, “I don’t believe Springsteen. He writes fiction. The Magic Rat did not drive his sleek machine over that Jersey state line.”4

I suspect that my college newspaper colleague had gotten his opinion from Bangs’ column, as he was the type of guy who would have spent his free hours between classes reading rock criticism. As for me, I didn’t know Bangs from the Bangles at the time. “Gimme a break,” I imagine myself telling him in hindsight. “I’m 20 years old and it’s 1988. Be glad that I don’t listen to Phil Collins.”

For lily-white college students in the 1980s, perhaps songs of sadomasochism and smack offered a more “real” version of New York City. (I say this as someone who thinks the Velvet Underground didn’t release one bad song until their fourth album.) But as Bangs himself argued back in 1975, that was precisely the point with Springsteen. When Springsteen wrote and recorded the songs for Born to Run, he wasn’t striving for realism; he aimed to explore the romance and mythology of American cities, American car culture, and rock ’n’ roll. He sought to portray larger-than-life characters and situations reminiscent of Sal Paradise’s words in Jack Kerouac’s On the Road:


The only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn burn burn, like fabulous yellow roman candles exploding like spiders across the stars and in the middle you see the blue center light pop and everybody goes “AWWW!”5



Ironically, Lou Reed recruited Springsteen to provide a street-tough rap interlude on the title track of Reed’s 1978 album Street Hassle. I don’t know anyone who ever bought that record — apparently, Reed’s street opera was too “real” for most people.

“He can’t sing,” a drama student told me in the lounge of our dorm at Rutgers, just down the street from a tiny place called The Ledge, where in 1972 Springsteen had made his last known performance as an unsigned artist. I forget what kind of music this drama student liked, but I can’t say she’s the only person I’ve ever heard make this claim.

Many rock singers have better voices than Bruce Springsteen’s. Springs-teen would tell you this himself. He can’t soar among high registers like Roy Orbison. He will never melt butter with his voice like David Gray or Roxy Music’s Bryan Ferry, nor will he make woofers vibrate like Johnny Cash or Crash Test Dummies front man Brad Roberts. He doesn’t have the voice of extended puberty needed to sing songs about dragons or black holes like Yes’s Jon Anderson or Rush’s Geddy Lee. And he won’t be singing the theme song for very many high school proms.

But this isn’t opera we’re talking about, folks. The musical genres that Springsteen has explored throughout his career—whether rock ’n’ roll, soul-inspired rock, or retro-folk—grew in large part out of the do-it-yourself traditions of garages, bars, roadhouses, honky-tonks, and Appalachian front porches. A good many artists have had stellar careers with less powerful voices—and with less range—and few singers have been able to succeed within the variety of musical genres Springsteen has. It’s a rare singer who can sustain the force of “Jungleland” or “Back in Your Arms Again,” the soulfulness of “Fade Away” or “Roll of the Dice,” the rustic twang of “The River” or “Into the Fire,” the melodic richness of “One Step Up” or “Loose Change,” and the restrained falsetto of “Lift Me Up” or “All I’m Thinkin’ ‘Bout Is You.”

Springsteen might not have a voice as resonant as Roger Daltry’s or even as likeable as Ray Davies’s. But when all is said and done, can we really say that Mick Jagger’s or John Lennon’s voice was any better? Could Mick in his prime have attempted “Born to Run” without sounding like a wounded rooster? Could John have pulled off “Spirit in the Night” without sounding hopelessly sardonic and goofy?

One of the challenges in writing any biography—and on one level, this is a “musical biography” of Springsteen—is to determine the extent to which the author’s voice should come through in the writing. After all, the writer is telling somebody else’s story, not his own, but he is nevertheless the one who is writing it. No matter how objectively an author approaches his subject, the author’s own perspective and voice inevitably shape the story.

It strikes me that while writing this book, the process of writing it mirrored various stages of Springsteen’s career. For instance, I was still finding my way into the book as I wrote the first chapter, much like Springsteen himself was still finding his own way when he recorded his debut album, Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. I started to hit a groove as I wrote the second chapter, much like Springsteen and the E Street Band found their studio groove while recording their second album, The Wild, the Innocent & the E Street Shuffle. As Springsteen struggled while recording the classic Born to Run—doing everything over and over again so that he would get it just right—so did I while writing the chapter on Born to Run, revising it several times over, hoping to do justice to one of the great albums of all time. And much like Springsteen threw out the initial masters of the Born to Run album in a fit of frustration with the release date looming, I found myself fighting the urge to rewrite every other sentence of my manuscript just a week before it was due to the publisher.

My aim with this book is to examine Springsteen’s songwriting process. I consider not just his lyrics — for while any pop song might be considered a poem set to music, Springsteen wrote songs, not poems — but, just as importantly, his music (both with and without the E Street Band). I look at the cultural and social forces that have influenced his writing, as well as the role that Springsteen has played within the ever-changing landscape of American popular music.

In discussing his songs, I refer to the narrator of a given song as being distinct from the songwriter himself, for just as the narrator of a short story or speaker of a poem must be considered as an imagined identity distinct from the author, the voice of any song is almost always an identity visited temporarily within the finite space of the song. As Springsteen said back in 1974, “The mistake is when you start thinking that you are your songs. To me a song is a vision, a flash.”6 Three decades later, he told an audience in Red Bank, New Jersey, “Over 30 years you internalize your craft, and the mechanics of storytelling becomes like a second language that you speak without thinking, like a second skin that you feel with.”7

In the end, maybe writing this book is about as constructive an act as doing a pirouette about the Parthenon. But in focusing on the craft of Springsteen’s songwriting, I hope to add something to the ongoing dialogue between his music and those who listen to it. I didn’t write this book to argue that Springsteen is the best singer-songwriter in American music. I don’t know who the “best” one is or was. Nor am I here to say that he is the most influential. (That might be Bob Dylan.) But I have to think that Springsteen has become the most significant American singer-songwriter.

As many Springsteen fans could tell you, there are a good many Springsteen books out there already, and in providing my own perspective on Springs-teen, I acknowledge most of the writers who’ve come before me and how they’ve shaped our understanding of the man and his music. My hope is that this book can be a “prequel” of sorts to Guterman’s book about the “end user” experience, with mine examining Springsteen’s creative processes—his writing, his inspirations and source material (be it musical, literary, cinematic, or biographical), as well as his performing and recording techniques—and I hope that my book will help readers become more familiar with his songs and how he came to create them.


1 Jukebox Graduate

There was Jimmie Rodgers, the “Singing Brakeman” who started it all, singing blue yodels of trains and travelin’ and TB. There was Roy Acuff, the Father of Country Music, riding the Wabash Cannonball out of Tennessee. And there was Hank Williams, the long gone daddy from Alabama who howled at the moon while singing of her cheatin’ heart.

Moon Mullican was there, too, dishing jambalaya on the bayou. There was Fats Domino forever finding his thrill on Blueberry Hill, and Jerry Lee Lewis pounding out breathless boogie woogie with great balls of fire. There were the Pentecostal preachers—the original front men—and Bill Monroe’s Blue Grass Boys. There were Roy Orbison’s melancholy cries for the lonely, and there was the man in Reno shot down by the Man in Black. And there was a truck driver named Elvis Presley, who discovered rock ’n’ roll by accident one day with Scotty Moore and Bill Black.

There was Robert Johnson and Son House, sending Muddy Waters on the way up the Mississippi, where Bob Dylan was waiting to meet Woody Guthrie.

There was Big Joe Turner, shouting the blues from Kansas City to New York to L.A. And there were shouts from Wynonie Harris, “Mr. Blues” to you, singing of sex and booze. There was Chuck Berry, who jumped across the Atlantic with Maybelline, where the Beatles and the Rolling Stones were waiting for them.

There were the power chords of Link Wray, raw and ready to rumble, giving fodder to Pete Townshend and the Who’s mod rock operas. There was the working-class pop of Eric Burdon and the Animals. And there was Jimi Hendrix, America’s psychedelic prodigal son, who blew them all away at Monterey.

There was Otis Redding and the deep soul of the South, with all the grit and brass of the sweet Stax sound. There was Sam and Dave and Booker T and the MGs. There was Phil Spector from behind a wall of sound, and there was Detroit and Motown and the soundtrack of Young America. And there was Van Morrison sending Caledonia soul back over the ocean.

And there was all of this coming together on the shores of New Jersey, where water met sand, rich met poor, white met black, board-walk life met New York bohemia, California surf met Philadelphia soul, and music’s past gave birth to rock ’n’ roll’s future. . . .

GREETINGS FROM ASBURY PARK, N.J. (1973)

Bruce Frederick Springsteen was born in Long Branch, New Jersey on September 23, 1949. During much of Bruce’s youth, the Springsteens lived in Freehold, a working-class town 17 miles inland in Monmouth County. Jim Cullen reminds us in Born in the U.S.A. that the term freeholder “typically referred to a person who owned a relatively small piece of land farmed for family use . . . in marked contrast to plantation owners who controlled vast estates.”1 Back during the Depression, the WPA Guide to New Jersey stated that Freehold “in an unobtrusive way . . . seems to embody America’s growth from farm to factory.”2

In an article from 2003, Kevin Coyne reports, “There have been Springsteens in New Jersey almost as long as there has been a New Jersey; it’s an old Dutch name that goes back to the colony’s early settlers. Springsteens from Monmouth County fought in the Revolution, the War of 1812, and the Civil War.”3 But the Springsteens of twentieth-century Freehold owned no vast estates; they lived in a particularly poor section of town known as “Texas,” misnamed after the southern drawl spoken by Appalachian families who had migrated to the area. Bruce’s first house was on Randolph Street, a stone’s throw from the site of the Battle of Monmouth in 1778. The house was near a gas station, and on hot nights when Springsteen would drag his mattress outside and sleep on the roof, he would spend nights watching cars pull in and out of the station. “And I watched these different guys—the station closed at one and these guys, they’d be pullin’ in and pullin’ out all night long. They’d be meeting people there. They’d be rippin’ off down the highway.”4

During his formative years, Springsteen developed a fascination with the technology of transportation and mobility—a motif which would come to define his lyrics. Their second house was just blocks away on Institute Street. The railway ran close by their house, and for years Bruce would lie awake at night listening to the shuffle of freight trains and boxcars as they chugged in and headed south.5

Springsteen’s first experiences with music seem to have come as a result of his family’s poverty. Both of his parents held low-paying jobs. His father Douglas held a number of blue-collar jobs, including rug-mill worker and prison guard; his mother Adele was a secretary. During times when his family couldn’t afford the rent, they lived with Adele’s parents, the Zerellis, one of Freehold’s many Italian families to arrive during the twentieth-century wave of immigration. In the Zerelli household, Bruce was exposed to country-western hits from Gene Autry, Roy Rogers, and Hank Williams.6 On weekends, his mother would take him to Smithburg to barn dances on the Appel Farm (a name that would prove prophetic) where cowboy musicians served up fiddle- and yodel-laden tunes. He also developed a liking for Appalachian folk tunes and the work of populist balladeer Woody Guthrie.7

Springsteen’s mother liked popular music. As her son would remember later, “Every morning in my house, you’d come down before you’d go to school, my mother’s cookin’ up the breakfast, got the radio on, on top of the refrigerator, tuned to the AM station.”8 She was a fan of Elvis Presley, and his first profound encounter with the music that would be known as rock ’n’ roll came when he was nine and saw Presley on the Ed Sullivan Show. “Man, when I was nine, I couldn’t imagine anyone not wanting to be Elvis Presley,” he once said. Soon after, his mother bought him a guitar, but his hands were too small to play, and he was uninterested in the formality of guitar lessons. He lost interest until he caught the rock bug as a teenager. “I was dead until I was thirteen.”9 As with the rest of the country, The Beatles left an indelible impression on Springsteen, as did other prepsychedelic British invasion bands such as The Rolling Stones, The Who, and The Animals. Also, there were the Motown hits that served as the unofficial soundtrack for the Youth of America; the records of Roy Orbison, Sam Cooke, and Gary U.S. Bonds; Stax artists such as Sam and Dave and Eddie and Floyd; and white R&B from The Rascals and Mitch Ryder.10

When Springsteen turned 14, his mother bought him a Kent guitar; later, Springsteen bought a Fender guitar from a local pawnshop, and a cousin on his mother’s side gave him some pointers on 12-bar songwriting. Bruce estimated that as a kid, from the time he first figured out Keith Richards’s lead on “It’s All Over Now” (the first song he learned to play), he practiced six to eight hours at a time, every night.11

To Douglas, Bruce’s musical pursuits were a waste of time. The tensions between the adolescent Springsteen and his father have been recounted in Springsteen biographies many times over. In these accounts, one gets the picture of a man beaten down by
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