
In The Waste Land of Your Mind: High Modernism Out on Highway 61  

White-hot summertime, 1988. Atlanta swelters. The Ritz-Carlton in 
Buckhead is far from Highway 61 and even farther from Desolation 
Row; it has a splendid outdoor pool, and I am in it. So is Kenny 
Aaronson. The midafternoon sun gleams hard off his soaring crest of 
black hair as he does a slow breaststroke up and down the pool. He does 
not put his head underwater. I’m a shy girl, back then, but finally I speak 
to him. “Hi, Kenny. We are going to hear you all tonight.” He smiles, 
and says, “Thanks.” No one else is in the pool, and it seems okay, 
private enough, to ask. “Hey, does Mr. Dylan swim?” He keeps smiling. 
“Sure, but he’s not staying here. He’s across the street at the Holiday 
Inn.” The Holiday Inn instead of the Ritz: it’s odd and believable, and of 
course, I ask why. “Because the windows here don’t open. He has to 
have windows that open.”  

High Modernism, the major global literary and cultural movement of the 
early 20th century, is entirely devoid of open windows, escape hatches, 
and fresh air. It’s full of entrapment, paralysis, heroes and heroines who 
try and try but are running in sand, passive verbs, the conditional (“as 
if,” “would,” “could”), qualifying adverbs, phrases and images 
“borrowed” from other writers and made new, many mythologies, 
modern technology, and an overall sense of uneasy, poisonous, 
impermanent calm between storms. This is entirely fitting, as the period 
occupied by Modernism came between two world wars. There hasn’t 
been a time in literary history more enclosed and paranoid, yet: think of 
T.S. Eliot’s shattered settings and narrators immobilized with fear and 
horror; Virginia Woolf’s characters destroyed not during but in the 
psychological aftermath of The Great War; W.B. Yeats’s apocalyptic 
imperatives; Scott Fitzgerald and Ernest Hemingway and William 
Faulkner and their varied nostalgias for an America just past (or, 
perhaps, never-was); or James Joyce’s trapped Dubliners, going through 
the motions and ages of life without help or hope.  

Bob Dylan has been linked to Herman Melville, Walt Whitman, William 
Blake, Shakespeare, and a whole heaven’s worth of literary stars in the 



last fifty years. Too often critics make the easy call of Melville as an 
influence because of Captain Ahab, forgetting that Dylan also knows his 
William Hawthorne for a sense of moral and religious fear – or that, as 
indebted as he may be to Whitman (or to Whitman, and Blake, through 
the singular conduit of Allen Ginsberg) for his long lyrical lines, he 
knows the dark rhymer Emily Dickinson too. However, far less has been 
made of Dylan as connected to the generation of writers and artists who 
immediately preceded him in Modernism. And, for me, Highway 61 
Revisited is one of the last successful High Modern works of art. 
Certainly, Dylan’s naming of Ezra Pound and T.S. Eliot in “Desolation 
Row,” and his mention of Scott Fitzgerald’s books in “Ballad of A Thin 
Man,” have made professors happy whether or not they should be, given 
the contexts – but his style on the whole album is thoroughly and 
thrillingly Modern, in a way that Dylan had not written before, and 
would not, consistently, thereafter.  

Modern poets, particularly, suffer from a sense of entrapment in a sterile 
or destroyed world; the finest example, here, being Eliot’s “The Waste 
Land” and what William Empson so perfectly called Eliot’s poetic mode 
of “horrified concentration.” Bob Dylan shares this hallmark, intensely, 
with Modern poets; he has always hated being caught in a trap,  

metaphorically or by definitions people would force upon him or 
literally. Confinement and claustrophobia are curses in Dylan’s songs: 
think of Rubin Carter in his tiny cell or the youngsters inside the walls of 
Red Wing; of the New York apartment rooms with coughing steam heat 
and girls like Louise, or of Hollis Brown’s tiny tumbledown cabin, and 
the motorpsycho nightmare farmhouse; places where bedroom windows 
are made of bricks, where the singer sits in cold irons bound. Yet Dylan 
is also an escape artist, in his songs, in his life. He’s been singing about 
breaking out, and taking flight, for a long time. With his many homes, 
hotel rooms, and touring vehicles, he’s constantly getting into – and out 
of – some kind of enclosure. And he always likes to keep a view of 
freedom out the doorway, out the window – this prospect is one he 
describes not only in his songs, but in his paintings and drawings, too. 



This Juliet’s-eye, pope’s-eye view from the balcony, being inside but 
also outside, is one Dylan has carried into his paintings and drawings 
recently, too. His large acrylic “Vista From Balcony” shows a red metal 
openwork balcony imposing itself upon a green harbor full of tiny sails 
and one working ferryboat, with buildings on the far side blurring into 
the landscape. In Dylan’s "Drawn Blank" series, many of the works are 
specifically from balconies or out of windows: a view of Amagansett; a 
bell tower in Stockholm; a South Dakota landscape. Many others, 
vertiginous and Escherish, are what the artist sees looking outside from 
an unspecified inside – down into a New Orleans street or Chicago back 
alley or at the Inland Pipe and Supply Company, even through a porthole 
(where the repeated view is not of an expected endless sea, but of 
various people).  

In his songs, Dylan is happiest to occupy the interstices, either inside 
looking out or in the margin between inside and out – emotionally, 
imaginatively, and physically. He hates to commit to being in one place 
when he can be in two, or four, or more – or in the same place, but 
seeing it from another angle. And when he is stuck, he’ll get away any 
way he can, no silent sneaky drifter’s escape but hot-footing it bare-
naked out the window, somersaulting through that window at a hundred 
miles an hour. Even when it’s an incomplete intention – a hallmark of 
Modern literature, where characters talk incessantly about departure, but, 
when push comes to shove, remain trapped of their own volition – Dylan 
makes it sound convincing, as if, though he hasn’t yet left, he really will 
go his way while you go yours, that he really has got to be driftin’ along. 
All of Dylan’s albums have songs about getting stuck and getting out, in 
some sense or another, but one record is particularly claustrophobic. Its 
title invokes transit, and the hard-eyed young man in Daniel Kramer’s 
photo on the album cover wears a Triumph motorcycles t-shirt, but 
"Highway 61 Revisited" is no collection of songs of the open road. 
Dylan isn’t free at all, in the photo: he’s sitting slumped on what looks 
like an empty stage (but is, says Kramer, the floor at Albert Grossman’s 
New York place) with his touring companion and sidekick Bobby 
Neuwirth in the background, hovering, and holding an ubiquitous 



camera – something Dylan has been trying to evade, and use to control 
his own image, all his life.  

Neither "Blonde On Blonde" nor "Blood on the Tracks" has such an 
intense no-exit feeling overall as does "Highway 61 Revisited"; and the 
irony of an album full of songs featuring roads and trains and cars that is 
also about being in captivity is certainly not lost on the singer, who tips 
it off in the careful ordering of the songs. From the first to the last tracks 
on the record, “Like a Rolling Stone” and “Desolation Row,” the album 
is locked down in a circular progression, or perhaps regression, of 
entrapment and inescapability. “Like a Rolling Stone” bears false 
promises of motion and possibility, and “Desolation Row” is a glittering 
mosaic of  

images, characters, times and places that you can’t escape. At the end of 
the record, it’s the singer who is free and clear, and his addressee – you 
– are the one who’s unwittingly traded places with him. You’re the one 
who’s left in what W.B. Yeats called the desolation of reality. This 
particular album, from the passionate intensity of its confinement to the 
singer’s escape while we’re stuck in the end, makes of Dylan – 
following Yeats, Joyce, Woolf, Eliot, and Pound – the last great High 
Modernist.  

"Highway 61 Revisited" was Dylan’s second album of 1965, following 
"Bringing it All Back Home." It was recorded in mid-June and in early 
August, 1965, at Columbia’s studios in New York. Dylan had just 
returned from his 1965 tour of England and a 24th-birthday vacation 
with Sara Lownds, and was preparing to go electric at Newport and keep 
in that vein on a year- ending tour with The Hawks. His appearance at 
Newport fell between the two recording sessions for "Highway 61 
Revisited." The album was made in the way Dylan had begun to record 
by then. Musicians would assemble in a room. Dylan would take and re-
take, compose lyrics and alter melodies, while the men waited, assisted, 
waited, improvised, re-took, recorded. (Men, I say, because Dylan’s 
bands, in studios and onstage, have been all-male, with the exception of 
a few guest performers and backup singers who did not play 



instruments, for nearly fifty years.) Dylan did near-whole albums in one 
fell swoop. If a record didn’t sound right when it was finished, Dylan 
would, as he did during the "Blonde On Blonde" sessions in Nashville, 
and the "Blood on the Tracks' sessions in Minnesota, assemble another 
or a new group of musicians, and have at it again, working in the same 
intense manner until he was happy with the result. It’s a Sartrean way to 
record: lock the doors, put paper on the windows, and no one gets out of 
here alive until Bob says so. It’s also an immensely effective way to 
record, and one that has brought out unsurpassed performances on the 
songs by individual musicians like Robbie Robertson, Kenny Buttrey, Al 
Kooper, Garth Hudson, Charlie McCoy, Rick Danko, Larry Campbell, 
G.E. Smith, and Dylan himself. Some of the musicians, including 
Kooper and McCoy, have spoken years later about what it was like to be 
there, but no one has yet to say he wouldn’t have been there, if he could 
turn back time.  

*read the rest in Montague Street (2010) or in my forthcoming collection 
of essays on Bob Dylan. 

	


