Get You a Copper Kettle: Bob Dylan’s “Self Portrait”

-- Michael C. Mullen --

I. Evaporating Spirits

I was recently on vacation in Hawaii, walking down the beach at Waikiki, when a weathered and seedy-looking woman began to sing to me.  The song was the Eagles’ “Hotel California,” never my favorite, but the circumstances were memorable and she certainly was singing with gusto.  She was getting all the lyrics right, too, until she suddenly threw in a line not in the song (and that I can’t remember now), ending with the syllable “ore.”
  She then capped it with the line, “We haven’t had that spirit here since 1964.”


An interesting variation.  The actual line in the song is, “We haven’t had that spirit here since 1969.”  It’s maybe the best line in the song, evoking in a single stroke the ghosts of Woodstock, Laurel Canyon hippies, purposeful hedonism and a collapsing revolution that could not yet be said to have failed.


By notching the time back five years, the woman on the beach brought up different ghosts – ghosts of revolutions waiting to happen, of experimentation not yet jaded, of the Beatles on “Ed Sullivan” and young Bob Dylan singing of times about to change.  A different and perhaps greater poignancy.  Sugar Mountain, as it were.


Maybe it’s my fancy, but I’ve always heard in the Eagles’ line about 1969 a trace of Bob Dylan in 1970, singing in “Copper Kettle”:



We ain’t paid no whiskey tax since 1792

The line, sung with languorous triumph, always seemed to me to be the emotional high point of Dylan’s “Self Portrait,” a line that could really stick in your head and mean different things to you at different times.  The song was on a single (backed with “Wigwam”), and the single was on the jukebox in a café I used to go to in the 1980’s.  I played it over and over.  It was “my song” in that place for those years.  (I might add here that I was drinking heavily at the time.)


Of course, the lines don’t quite say the same things. “We haven’t had that spirit here since 1969” is an expression of regret, or at least of cold deflation; whereas “We ain’t paid no whiskey tax since 1792” is a boast about having gotten away with something.  But they’re not without similarities.  Both lines speak of spirits in one form or another – whiskey for Dylan, the general zeitgeist in the Eagles’ song (though the direct referent of “spirit” in that song, too, is wine).  And both lines evoke a particular year in history.


And what was 1792 if not, like 1969 or 1964, a year with a unique and memorable spirit?  The American constitution newly signed – a time of hope and beginnings (Ben Franklin on “The Ed Sullivan Show”).  And in France the ferment of actual revolution.  Wordsworth and Coleridge, two poets in Dylan’s lineage, were caught in its spell.  The 22-year-old Worsdworth even traveled to France in 1792 and, to the great chagrin of his family back in England, became imbued with revolutionary ideas first-hand:



                                   I …believed

That a benignant spirit was abroad

Which might not be withstood

[…]

  …Whence better days

To all mankind.


(The Prelude, Book IX, 518-520; 530-531)

Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive

But to be young was very heaven

(The Prelude, Book XI, 108-109)



Now was it that both found, the meek and lofty

Did both find, helpers to their hearts’ desire,

And stuff at hand, plastic as they could wish,

Were called upon to exercise their skill,

Not in Utopia – subterranean fields –

Or some secreted isle, Heaven knows where!

But in the very world, which is the world

Of all of us – the place where, in the end,

We find our happiness, or not at all

(The Prelude, Book XII, 136-144)

For a brief moment, a new world seemed to shimmer into view, especially in the eyes of the young.  Wordsworth managed to alter the course of English letters permanently by creating a new form for Romanticism, the “lyrical ballad,” before the spirit passed.  But pass it eventually did.  The French Revolution would for Wordsworth eventually bring horror and disillusionment.  Six years after landing in France, Wordsworth was settled in bucolic Grasmere, back-pedaling furiously from his revolutionary ardor.  Eventually he became something of a tourist attraction.


Is any of this sounding at all familiar?  Dylan, too, in his youthful New York years, before disillusionment set in, had created from his generation’s social upheaval a new type of popular art, which he had the grace not to name, and which irrevocably altered our ideas of what is a fit subject or form for a song.  Joni Mitchell puts it succinctly: “I remember thinking as I heard it  [‘Positively Fourth Street’] for the first time, ‘I guess we can write about anything now – any feeling.’”
 But six years after arriving penniless in New York, Dylan was living on royalties, had distanced himself from all political and counter-cultural activity, and was leading a retiring life at Woodstock, or at least trying to, in the face of uninvited visitors.  “Self Portrait” is a product of that time.  

We ain’t had that spirit here since 1792.  I mean, 1964.  I mean…


But, of course, “Copper Kettle” is not Dylan’s meditation on “Wordsworth and Me” (and the comparisons could be picked apart), nor does the French Revolution trouble the surface of the song.  The character Dylan plays when singing “Copper Kettle” celebrates 1792 for a different type of revolutionary “ferment” all together: as the year his family learned how to brew their own whiskey and thus avoid the taxman.  And yet the song focuses more on the aftermath of this exciting event than on the event itself.  If 1792 for this character was a year of bold innovation, the years since then have been less demanding:


We’ll just lay down by the juniper


While the moon is bright


Watch them jugs a-filling


In the pale moonlight

History has stopped.  The copper kettle is the source of whiskey and the juniper could be the source of gin if anyone had the strength to shake it.  Ambition is dead and indolence seemingly mandatory.  Everything is predictable – lovely, languid and a little lurid.


The song gives instructions for building a still.  Once built, the family still produces stillness (or perhaps the variations thereof that appear in the photos on the gatefold of “Self Portrait”, such as the amusing shot of Dylan with the chickens).  Follow these instructions, and you’re bound on a short, strange trip from time to timelessness.  Tennyson knows this territory:



Let us swear an oath, and keep it with an equal mind



In the hollow Lotos-land to live and lie reclined



On the hills like Gods together, careless of mankind



For they lie beside their nectar…




(“The Lotos-Eaters,” 108-111)

And don’t smoke any of that bad shit, either; we got hickory, ash and oak.

Having made the still, they are all prisoners of their own device.  You can check out any time you like, but you can never leave.  Welcome to the Hotel Copper Kettle.

II. Whatever Sticks

Everything was wrong, the world was absurd.  It was backing me

into a corner.  



(Chronicles, Vol. I, p. 116)


In Chronicles, Vol. I, Dylan shares a litany of things he did in the late 60’s to “remodel the image of me,” “send out deviating signals,” anything he could do to break out of his enshrined public image as “the Big Bubba of Rebellion”.  [Chronicles, Vol. I, p. 120]  Two pages into the list, he gets to a one-sentence reference to “Self Portrait” and the album of outtakes that was released after it
.



I released one album (a double one) where I just threw



everything I could think of at the wall and whatever



stuck, released it, and then went back and scooped up



everything that didn’t stick and released that, too




(Chronicles, Vol. I, p. 122)

In this light, “Copper Kettle” is a form of playing possum: If I lay there by the juniper long enough, surely you’ll go away.  And so he lies, in perfect indolence, boasting about having dodged his taxes (though “death and taxes” are famously the things that can’t be deferred forever).  Like all those “tired horses in the sun,” he’ll do no toiling, nor anything even remotely taxing; neither will he get any riding/writing done.


In “Copper Kettle,” 1792 is a remarkable year only for the invention of a still.  But another year is mentioned on “Self Portrait” with its historical significance intact.  “Days of 49,” a Dylan original, tells the story of Tom Moore, a burned-out “bummer and gin-soak” suffering through the bust years that followed the boom of the California Gold Rush.



How often times I repined



For the days of old



When we dug up gold



In the days of 49

Or rather, “Days of 49” tells the story of Moore’s comrades who have all died in cryptic and ridiculously-described ways (e.g., a “roarer” who ends up roaring in a hole).  The song sprawls for more than five minutes, its greatest charm being the ramshackleness of the performance.  The band doesn’t know where the chord changes are, and Dylan doesn’t care.  The “whoos” that follow the verses aren’t your normal cries of excitement (see “The Mighty Quinn” for those), but appreciative marvelings at how badly the take is going.  And yet one is confident there was no second take.  Cut; mix it. 


Tom Moore is “some old pale wandering ghost”:



They call me the rambling sign

A signifier of dislocation, and of repining (“How often times I repined”) rather than reclining (by the juniper).  Who killed Davey Moore?
 Well, everybody and nobody.  Who killed Tom Moore?  Tom’s still alive, but his circumstances are altered.  Like the Moreland family in Persuasion, he has had to retrench.


The songs on “Self Portrait” are strewn with regrets.  Little Sadie is killed twice: once sorrowfully, but with a “Happiness Is a Warm Gun” arrangement  (“In Search of Little Sadie”); and once with callous disregard, but the consequences are the same (“Little Sadie”).  The murder of Little Sadie gets Dylan in prison for 41 years (that’s 82 years if you count both versions), but “Take a Message to Mary” puts him in for life.  Then there’s “The Boxer” – He  could have been a contender, but now he has more collapsed than retired.  It’s as if Davey Moore had suffered brain damage rather than death.  In one song, Dylan has “forgotten more than you’ll ever know.”  “You can’t hop a jet plane like you can a freight train,” he sings in “Early Morning Rain”; but you “Gotta Travel On” just the same.  The worst song on the record is a past masterpiece (“Like a Rolling Stone”) rendered toothless, with a suspiciously canned-sounding audience cheering wildly.  “Threw the bums a dime in your prime, didn’t you?”  With few exceptions, the songs either lament the past, or opt for an autistic stasis (“Copper Kettle,” “All the Tired Horses,” “Woogie Boogie,” “Wigwam”).


You have to have something to throw against the wall in the first place if anything is going to stick, and in the case of “Self Portrait” what sticks is nostalgia, dissipation and a sense of entrapment.  Only in the almost beautiful “Belle Isle”
 is there a hint of a happy return to what was lost.  But “Belle Isle” is a folk song in the “I am your long lost John Riley” vein.  The returnee plays a cruel trick, imposes a “test”. He is in disguise.  His beloved maid must recognize him as himself solely on the basis of his assertion that it is he.  Otherwise, she really has no way of knowing.  


The dilemma is similar for the listener who cares about Dylan.  Can this dreck be reconciled with works like “It’s All Right Ma, I’m Only Bleeding”?  And yet, the record is called “Self Portrait”!  He’s saying that it’s really him.  

Like the maid of Belle Isle, we have to just accept him at his word, and say:



When things go wrong



So wrong for you [Bob]



It hurts me too.

III. The Self Portrait Parlor Game


“Nashville Skyline” clocks in at around 27 minutes and is generally a well-liked album.  Could “Self Portrait” have been pruned into a single record that fans in 1970 might have enjoyed and critics wouldn’t have reviled?  I think so, though the song selection, running order and side divisions are all up for grabs.  I could imagine side one being originals and folky songs, and side two a collection of well-executed covers.  Let’s say:

Side 1




Side 2

Minstrel Boy



Early Morning Rain

Copper Kettle



Take Me As I Am

Alberta #1



I Forgot More Than You’ll Ever Know

It Hurts Me Too


Take a Message to Mary

Belle Isle



Blue Moon

All the Tired Horses

Attach it somehow to “Nashville Skyline” -- call the whole package something like “More Country Pie” or “Throwing It All Further Away” – and some people would have loved it.  (I just listened to it, and enjoyed a fun and affecting half hour.)  And those looking for the words of a prophet might have been more intrigued than insulted.


But as it stands, “Self Portrait” is a more interesting record than that.  Its sheer whimsy and arbitrariness are its key pleasures.  To sing along with the lackadaisical “Wigwam,” to hear the double-tracked vocals on “The Boxer” clash and collide, to listen for the big bonk against the mike stand before the last harmonica solo in “Early Morning Rain,” to tie yourself to the tracks for the train wreck that is “Days of 49,” to marvel at how badly “Like  a Rolling Stone” can be played (it’s worse than the cover The Rascals did), these are all reasons to come back again and again to “Self Portrait”.  It’s a magnificent piece of audacity.


Is it great art? Assuredly not.  Neither is “The Merry Wives of Windsor” Shakespeare’s greatest play, but it’s worth reviving.  Falstaff is very funny.

IV.  I Have Heard the Mermaids Singing, Each to Each

Back in the heyday of whatever-it-was, I once went to a Pavement concert.  On stage were some fantastically talented musicians doing everything in their power to downplay their gifts and minimize their emotional impact.  I confess, it grossed me out.  I never listened to Pavement again.

“Self Portrait” is not the work of an artist at the top of his powers, wasting them.  It’s the work of an artist backed “into a corner” and throwing everything he can think of “at the wall.”  (I’ll believe Dylan on this one.)  What stuck is very interesting indeed, and in some ways makes for a better listen than “Nashville Skyline” or even “Planet Waves”.  (“New Morning,” however, is pretty dang interesting!)


I suppose one could make the case that “Self Portrait” is a bold attack on the conventions of record making, or a satire on the iconic status of “the artist” in consumer society, or a private joke at the record company (and the listener’s) expense, or a meta-narrative about fame, or a perfectly sincere self-portrait of where Dylan “was at” at the time.


Or not.

In any case, after Dylan had finished alienating everybody (on this go-round, at least), he went on to release some of the best works of his entire career, songs that I will love for as long as I live, and that demonstrate clearly that his gifts were not limited to a certain year in history.  The spirit of the artist has outlived the spirit of the times, more times than once.


I was encouraged while writing this essay by a recent quote from Dylan that I stumbled upon.  When asked to select a song for a CD compilation of Joni Mitchell songs, Dylan chose “Free Man in Paris,” and wrote in the liner notes:


I always liked this song because I'd been to Paris and understood 


what being a free man there was all about.  Paris was, after all, 


where freedom and the guillotine lived side by side. I'm not so 


sure that the meaning I heard in the song was what Joni intended, 


but I couldn't stop listening to it.
 



[Bob Dylan, quoted at www.expectingrain.com]

To enjoy a song that was written about David Geffen for its real or imagined associations with the French Revolution is the same kind of associative leap that has fueled some of my enjoyment for “Copper Kettle.”   Interesting works feed the imagination, Dylan’s as well as mine.

As it turns out, the street woman on the beach at Waikiki was not singing to me.  Two of her equally seedy friends were a few steps behind me, and it was to them that she addressed her lament for 1964.  “Still a man hears what he wants to hear and disregards the rest.”







�  	In “Philosophy of Composition,” his essay on writing “The Raven,” Edgar Allen Poe suggests that “or” is the most useful and most miserable rhyme in all of English poetry.  When seeking a sound for the refrain of his poem, Poe notes, “[A]nd these considerations inevitably led me to the long o as the most sonorous vowel, in connection with r as the most producible consonant.”  From there it’s just a hop, skip and jump to deciding that the refrain of the poem should be “Nevermore.”  This isn’t worth mentioning, except that “Nevermore” is the burden of the woman’s song, and of much of this essay.  Edgar Allen Poe: Poems and Essays, Everyman Edition, J. M. Dent & Sons, London, 1979, p. 169.





� 	The complete lyrics:





Get you a copper kettle


Get you a copper coil


		Fill it with new-made corn mash 


And never more you’ll toil





You’ll just lay there by the juniper 			


While the moon is bright	


Watch them jugs a-filling


In the pale moonlight





Build you a fire with hickory 


Hickory, ash and oak�Don’t use no green or rotten wood


It’ll get you by the smoke





We’ll just lay there by the juniper


While the moon is bright


Watch them jugs a-filling


In the pale moonlight





My daddy he made whiskey


My granddaddy he did too


We ain’t paid no whiskey tax since 1792





We’ll just lay there by the juniper


While the moon is bright


Watch them jugs a-filling


In the pale moonlight





Copper Kettle (or, "The Pale Moonlight"). Words and Music by Albert F. Beddoe, copyright 1960 and 1963 by Melody Trails, Inc. New York, NY  (according to � HYPERLINK "http://www.theory.org/~strthrwr/bob/11.html" ��http://www.theory.org/~strthrwr/bob/11.html�, but see note 4 for contradictory information).





� 	Mitchell makes substantially the same remark about “Positively Fourth Street” during an interview in “Woman of Heart and Mind,” a DVD documenting her career.  Apparently this is her story, and she’s sticking to it.  The quote is from the liner notes to a CD (put out by Starbucks) of songs picked by Mitchell for their influence on her.  (She ended up choosing Dylan’s “Sweetheart Like You” for inclusion on the disk because she found “Positively Fourth Street” “a little too grumpy for my current state of mind.”) Quoted at � HYPERLINK "http://www.expectingrain.com" ��www.expectingrain.com�.





� 	I’m presuming that second album he’s referring to is “Dylan,” a record of covers of songs by other writers, which didn’t come out until 1973.  The other candidates (“New Morning,” “Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid,” “Greatest Hits, Vol. II” and “Planet Waves”) don’t seem right.  He also mentions immediately following this passage that he released an album of songs based on Chekhov stories that the critics thought were autobiographical.  Is this “Blood on the Tracks”?  It would make sense only insofar as Dylan has always insisted that what everyone has taken as his most personal album is not autobiographical.  It’s interesting that both records featuring songs by other artists (“Self  Portrait” and “Dylan”) have titles referring to Dylan himself.  See my comments later on “Belle Isle.”


�  	Not only that, but he also won’t give proper credits to people who are writing.  Until a few nights ago, I thought “Copper Kettle” was a (very well-written) folk song, since it’s not attributed to anyone on the vinyl version of “Self Portrait.”  But the CD version credits the song to one A.F. Beddoe.  Web searches followed.  One site suggests that “Copper Kettle” “is not in fact a ‘genuine’ folk song, but was written in 1953 for a ‘folk opera’ called ‘Go Lightly, Stranger’" (� HYPERLINK "http://www.searchingforagem.com/MonoSingles5.htm" ��http://www.searchingforagem.com/MonoSingles5.htm�).  


Dylan shouldn’t be blamed too harshly for not crediting the song, as the confusion was initially sown by the composer himself.  Another site quotes Pete Seeger, writing about a man who introduced himself only as Frank O.: “A few months later, he said that in his home county, Bexar County, Texas, were some fine songs, and that he had mimeographed a collection of them. Later, it appeared that many were rewritten by him, and some were almost totally original songs, but in any case, they went from hand to hand, and some people sing them now as old folk songs, such as ‘Get You a Copper Kettle,’ ‘See Them Buzzards,’ and ‘Quantrell Side.’ Good songs, folk or Frank.” Pete Seeger, The Incompleat Folksinger, Simon and Schuster, New York, NY, 1972, pp. 278-279, quoted at � HYPERLINK "http://www.bobdylanroots.com/beddoe.html" ��http://www.bobdylanroots.com/beddoe.html�.  


Am I wrong to wish, song unheard, that Dylan had also done a cover of “See Them Buzzards” on “Self Portrait”? 


� 	The “rambling sign” is elsewhere the “roving sign.”  Add to this that a murderer in the song goes by the name “Bob Sign,” and lots of Derridean hi jinx could ensue here.  But I’ll leave those pleasures to them what seeks ‘em.





� 	“Who Killed Davey Moore,” Dylan’s first boxing song, tells the story of a boxer who dies in the ring, and for whose death no one will take responsibility.  That this brilliant song was sitting in the vaults (and remained there until Bootleg Series, Vol. I) while Dylan chose to release a bad version of Paul Simon’s excellent “The Boxer” supports Dylan’s contention that he was trying to get people to ignore him.  His admiration of the song seems sincere, and a few years later, Dylan would write the masterful “Hurricane,” telling the story of a boxer framed for a crime he didn’t commit.  





�  	Belle Isle is surely one of those “secreted isles, Heaven knows where!” of which Wordsworth speaks.  Even the name is in question, as Dylan offhandedly refers to it as “Bright Isle” the first time he mentions it.





� 	A year after Mitchell released “Free Man in Paris” (and two years after Dylan recorded a cover of her “Big Yellow Taxi”), Dylan released a song, “Shelter From the Storm,” with the lines:





		Well I’m living in a foreign country, but I’m bound to cross the line


		Beauty walks a razor’s edge, someday I’ll make it mine.





The second of these is another Dylan line that has obsessed me for years.  Funny to think that he may have gotten that razor’s edge from an imagined guillotine in Mitchell’s song.
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