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Wrong’s what I do best


Introduction

Learning the hard way

This book is about hard country music for two reasons. First, it’s impossible to really understand country music, now one of the most popular forms of music in the United States, without recognizing that its “country” is a disputed territory where a mainstream-oriented pop production style reigns over a feisty and less fashionable form—“hard country.” Second, hearing hard country music offers an important perspective on the bewildering cultural situation, often called postmodernism, in which we find ourselves. Conversely, once we recognize the postmodern rhetoric of cultural distinction embedded in contemporary hard country, we can hear the music as something more significant than a stylistic variant of a harmless breed of popular music. Although cultural critics like Susan Sontag may well assert that contemporary culture has done away with the traditional distinction between high and low culture,1 you don’t find them writing an appreciative essay on George Jones. Country music—let alone hard country music—has not figured in any of the now canonical discussions of postmodernity. The difficulty of imagining it may suggest just how remote country music is from intellectual discourse, and thus how overlooked it is in contemporary cultural politics.

“The strength of country music is its lyrics,” says hard country star Waylon Jennings. “Your melody goes where the words take you.”2 The voices of the hard country stars also underscore the importance of the words although they scarcely have voices in the classical terms of musical accomplishment. Always expressive, often beautiful, but almost invariably untrained, they are the kind of voices that would have made music in many homes before the invention of the phonograph: intimate, personal, raised to convey the words of the song rather than to display vocal prowess. According to Peter Guralnick, Ernest Tubb “has often insisted that part of the basis for his popularity is the very modesty of his talent, encouraging the guy in the tavern who hears an Ernest Tubb record to say, ‘Heck, I can sing as good as that.’”3 The listeners’ point of hearing, too, focuses most intently on the words. Country Song Roundup, the longest-running fan magazine, has filled the bulk of its pages since 1949 with song lyrics. Thus, learning the hard way requires going where the words take you.

I am neither an ethnomusicologist nor a musicologist. My training is in literary criticism and cultural theory, a discipline that seems particularly useful for discussing this genre of music that relies so heavily on the creation of remarkable characters and lyrics. Moreover, I was a fan of hard country long before I acquired the ability to analyze it in the language of academic discourse. Now that I know both languages, I know that both can be richer and more useful when they exchange words. This is not to say that I’ve ignored the music; hard country’s sounds and techniques contribute to its meaning, as does its history. As popular music specialist Simon Frith puts it, “song words are only remembered in their melodic and rhythmic setting.”4 This book thus interprets hard country music by analyzing its setting, by comparing it to mainstream country music, and by placing it in a sociocultural context. I look at the stars, their songs, and their performance styles as texts. I describe the characters that hard country portrays and describe how its lyrics and characteristic sounds convey complex meanings (as opposed to clichés, commonplaces, and unvarnished “reality”). I consider how these texts address each other as well as an audience, thereby recognizing hard country music as a signifying practice that invites humanistic interpretation even as it takes place in specific historical and cultural contexts. So much writing about country music insists that it presents the life of ordinary yet exotic people: not us. At the other extreme lies a bland insistence that the music represents us all. While neither of these perspectives is completely wrong, hearing hard country isn’t that easy. We can learn more, hear more, and enjoy more by listening to it otherwise.

Scholars who have broached the subject of hard country have occasionally been willing to approach it as art.5 My focus is on the kind of art it is: self-consciously low, and self-consciously hard, a deliberate display of burlesque abjection. As Porter Wagoner put it, “I don’t try to do anything for the uptown people.”6 He doesn’t expect us (readers of university press books) to be receptive to his message, which is why learning the hard way requires us to listen for complexity wherever we think we hear simplicity. To keep that paradox in the forefront, I’ve tried to write in an essayistic style that juxtaposes academia’s theoretical vision with the flamboyantly colloquial language favored by my subject(s). In other words, I’ve tried to talk about the music as both a scholar and a fan. But my words can’t completely substitute for those of the musicians, so I urge you to listen to them sing. While some of the performances I cite are obscure, most public libraries will have a reasonable collection of records by the stars I refer to most often. Unless an endnote indicates otherwise, you can assume that the star who sang the song under discussion also wrote it. The dates listed are the first release dates of the recorded version of the song. In most cases, the date of composition is unknown, and in some cases, the copyright holder is unknown.7

When Richard Nixon made a presidential appearance on the Grand Ole Opry in 1974, he praised country music for representing “the heart of America. It talks about family. It talks about religion . . . Country music makes America a better country.”8 Likewise, in his retirement, George Bush wrote an essay for Forbes explaining his love for country music by comparing it to “a Norman Rockwell painting. It captures the essence of the American spirit and portrays experiences that those who work hard and play by the rules can identify with.”9 While they seem blithely unaware of a rift between country music styles, the former presidents are talking about the heart-warming qualities of mainstream country. Hard country, although it may be patriotic on occasion, unfolds in another country altogether. While sociologist Richard Peterson has recently summarized the stylistic differences between what he calls “hard-core and soft-shell” expressions, the message of “hard country” still remains uncharted territory. Nevertheless, Peterson’s list of traits provides a valuable starting point. In contrast to mainstream singers’ unremarkable accents, standard American English, and smooth singing style, hard-core stars tend to sing in nasalized, nonstandard English with strong “southern” or “southwestern” accents. While mainstream stars often sing about widely shared emotions and experiences, hard country stars seem to be “telling personal experiences,” usually unhappy ones.10

What’s most important about these differences is that they create meaning, especially once “hard country” became conscious of itself as something more than a set of stylistic traits. By the mid to late ’60s, artists and other agents of the country music industry could adapt and adopt the rough edges that characterize the “hard core” in order to articulate hard country’s special themes. Likewise, they could retroactively characterize artists from the recent past, such as Hank Williams, as hard country. In this light, it is entirely possible for a country artist to use hard-core traits without being “hard country.” Much of the cast of the Grand Ole Opry, for example, might qualify as hard core by Peterson’s standards even though they belong to the symbolic heart of Nashville’s music business establishment. Hard country, on the other hand, is not the kind of country music that beams forth from the Opry every Saturday night. It does not grace mainstream magazine covers and doesn’t fill the newer dance halls. Recently, it is heard only on small or remote radio stations and in marginal honky-tonks specifically devoted to it. Nevertheless, it rarely sings about life in the country, and it can’t be isolated by a label like “Honky-Tonk Music.” Its scope is far wider than barnyards and bars. It sings about the pains and pleasures of losing the American dream in a style that demands both devotion and alienation from its audience and dares the rest of the world to be disgusted. It complains in a punning, wailing, whining, twanging, thumping, grandiosely emotive style. Like hard luck, hard work, hard feelings, hard knocks, and hard times, the emotions that hard country evokes are ambivalent, a blend of anger, regret, sadness, and other dark feelings lightened sometimes by survivor’s pride. Like hard words and hard science, though, hard country also conveys a certain daunting disputatiousness. Like hard rock, hard porn, and hard drugs, hard country seeks its most extreme, objectionable, and definitive form. Yet definitive does not imply unchanging; rather, because of its constitutive need to oppose the soft and easy, hard country is a position rather than a well-defined entity.

As the presidential commentaries indicate, mainstream country music is readily associated with this country’s most obvious attempts to keep up appearances. While mainstream country does occasionally articulate controversial themes, more often it can be heard as a toe-tapping form of assent to the status quo. In contrast, hard country assents more begrudgingly than benignly. It certainly expresses interest in life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness although it more often focuses on the opposite in order to amplify the resentment and resilience of those whose pursuit has been arduous. Paradoxically, this emotion-laden skepticism draws further power from the fact that while our culture seems to be undergoing rapid change, little has changed in its approach to hard country. This is not to say that hard country hasn’t changed. Now almost entirely represented by a handful of aging white men, hard country sounds increasingly embattled. Its interactions with both mainstream country music and mainstream culture outside of country music remain at worst adversarial and at best invisible. This attitude dovetails with an approach to country music that is almost as common as the all-American praise cited above: condescending scorn or blithe disregard. In fact, hostile relations with mainstream culture are now essential to hard country music. Chapter 1 introduces this tendency by illustrating the way country songs often take country music or “countriness” as their theme and by contrasting several hard country approaches to this theme with mainstream country songs. This introductory chapter thus looks at how hard country talks about itself—in songs and other aspects of performance—as well as how hard country gets talked about or ignored. This chapter also explores the origins of the term “hard country” in order to explore its adversarial history.

Chapters 2–4 concentrate on the music and the musicians. In order to emphasize hard country’s adversarial function both within country music and outside it, I have eschewed a strictly chronological or encyclopedic organization in favor of an exploration of key issues and stars. Through an analysis of the comically abject and unsavory characters created by George Jones, Merle Haggard, and David Allan Coe, chapter 2 explains why hard country now functions as an all-male no-man’s-land. In chapters 3 and 4, I focus on the way hard country music consciously carries on musical traditions and cultural disputes as well as on its deliberate attempts to innovate in the face of its rustic reputation. Chapter 3 explores the legacy of Hank Williams Sr. While Williams’s predecessors such as Ernest Tubb used the hard-core techniques outlined by Peterson, Williams drew the eyes of an unfriendly outside world into the music, hardening it in all the pejorative and self-conscious senses of the word. His son, Hank Williams Jr., needed to hoe an even harder row to consider himself a legitimate heir, and thus his struggle provides particular insight into the metaphorical range of hard country. Chapter 4 is about the Bakersfield sound, important for its freedom from Nashville’s profit-maximizing, mainstreaming pressures. In particular, I focus on the exploratory missions undertaken by Buck Owens and Dwight Yoakam as they survey hard country’s boundary lines. In the conclusion, I speculate about hard country’s future by briefly exploring still more self-conscious creations of legacies and rebellions: the Outlaw movement of the 1970s and an ever-lengthening chain of George Jones followers.


1

“Country ’til I die”

Contemporary hard country and the incurable unease of class distinction

While Richard Peterson has convincingly argued that the history of commercial country music, beginning in 1923, can be written by following its dialectical movement between “hard-core and soft-shell” expressions (Creating, 229 ff.), this movement does not take place of its own accord. The dialectic works not as an automated pendulum but at least partly as a reaction to forces outside the field of country music. In fact, the term “hard country” is a relatively recent one, appearing sometime in the late 1960s and early ’70s, well after Nashville’s music industry had actively promoted the crossover potential of the “countrypolitan” Nashville sound.1 While fan magazines like Country Song Roundup have long been obsessed with changes and stylistic varieties in country music, they never introduced the term “hard country” with any fanfare although it gradually began to appear as a conflictual and often pejorative synonym for related terms like “hillbilly,” “honky-tonk,”“pure country,” and “real country.” (For that matter, as Ronnie Pugh has shown, the generic rubric “country” was not consistently used until around 1950.)2 Early fan magazine rhetoric tended to take enthusiastic note of the variety of styles that fell under the rubric of “country.” An article appearing in September 1955, for example, gushed over Elvis Presley as a “Folk Music Fireball.”3 Journalists breathlessly reported on Nashville’s embrace of ’60s counterculture music, claiming that “Nashville and her musicians would like to say . . . I love you [to Joan Baez].”4 Glen Campbell, reveling in his pop success, expressed indifference about whether his music could be called “country” or not: “I call it really just people music myself.”5

Yet when rock and roll came to stay, a contentious tone occasionally crept into Country Song Roundup’s brief articles on singers. In January 1960, a controversy-stirring headline asked “Can Ricky Nelson Sing? What Do You Think?” One interviewee thought not, explaining his position by accusing Nelson of not being “country.”6 Later that year, an article on Conway Twitty, “Is He or Isn’t He a Hillbilly?” took a similar approach.7 As late as 1969, legendary producer Owen Bradley answered Country Song Roundup’s question about “what makes a song country” with “what we mean by real country is that it just won’t go pop,” in spite of the fact that as producer of Patsy Cline and Brenda Lee, he had presided over many “country” recording sessions that had resulted in pop hits; evidently he didn’t yet know the term “hard country” or assumed that Country Song Roundup readers wouldn’t be familiar with it.8 That same year, Ray Price, a Hank Williams protégé who made a conscious decision in the late ’60s to raise himself above the honky-tonks, groped for words while justifying his shift: “[I]t got me into the homes where I’ve always wanted to be. . . . I don’t say I want to be pure country cause I want to sing to the world[;] I don’t want to sing to just a few people.”9 By 1970, the term “hard country” began popping up as a pejorative. Porter Wagoner noted that people malign him as “hard country,” while songwriter Curly Putman (“The Green, Green Grass of Home”) made a point of saying he prefers “contemporary country music” to “hard country.”10 The term is not used in songs very often, but in 1978, Moe Bandy’s “Soft Lights and Hard Country Music”11 presented a man whose drinking and cheating are aided and abetted by these things, and in 1994, Ken Mellons sang about a “Jukebox Junky” who fed his habit on “hard-core country.”12

Just as suddenly, outsiders, too, were presumed to know what hard country was. Scholar Bill Malone did not use the term in the first edition of Country Music USA (1968), his magisterial history of country music, although it does appear (without fanfare) in 1985’s revised edition to refer to the “older styles” of country music.13 Among the examples he mentions is George Jones, still releasing records in 2000. In 1970, Rolling Stone writer John Grissim filtered his report on Country Music: White Man’s Blues through “the Bay area Revolution.” He uses the term “hard-core country” without introduction, dismissing it as “narrowly ethnic”14 and contrasting it to the more mainstream country that was prevalent circa 1969. In his 1972 book The Nashville Sound: Bright Lights and Country Music, journalist Paul Hemphill, like Grissim, simply assumes his readers will recognize the term since he uses it without providing a definition. To him, hard country is where, since the death of Hank Williams, the money isn’t.15 As counterexamples, he points to the big moneymakers of the ’60s like Glen Campbell and Roger Miller. He approvingly cites Miller’s publisher, Jack Stapp, who praises the smooth retreat from the “damned nasal, whiny and scratchy and corny” sound that keeps hard country records from selling on the pop charts (61).

At the same time, Hemphill, like so many commentators before and since, sees hard country as popular culture’s last bastion of authenticity, free from commercial values and aspirations to sophistication. “The industry is in great shape, yes. But you wonder about what is going to happen to the music—real Southern here’s-how-it-is-down-home-folks country music,” he frets (241). Nearly 15 years later, Ken Tucker, writing in the Journal of Country Music, wistfully offered a similarly economic distinction: “[H]ard country stands as a blunt rebuke to the watery pop-country of such best-selling acts as the Oak Ridge Boys, Alabama, and Exile.”16 While these commentators are not always particularly enamored of hard country, they often use its alleged corniness and bluntness to provide their readers with a reassuring low point. As scholar Joli Jensen points out, “something about change in country music, especially change that makes money, sparks concern” (3). Thus, commentators often hope that the “damned nasal, whiny and scratchy and corny” stuff won’t disappear, not necessarily because they like it, but because it validates their own sophistication by making such a marked contrast. Christopher Wren, for example, in the pious introductory essay to Look’s 1971 cover story on country music, demands that there “be room for both, Kris Kristofferson alongside Roy Acuff, as long as country music does not surrender its authenticity.”17 Paradoxically, this notion of “authenticity” has little grounding in any contemporary reality; rather, it provides a way of imagining that hard country music production and consumption prove that someone remains blissfully ignorant of whatever massive changes and cultural imperatives the rest of us struggle with.18 Jensen calls this vision of country music “purity by proxy” (169); elsewhere I have described it as a self-serving desire to believe that someone, somewhere, is “acting naturally.”

Even fans who attempt to praise hard country music to the unknowing public take a similar stance. Frye Gaillard admires it for clinging to its artistic vision in the face of mainstream country’s “bout with success” (187). You’re So Cold I’m Turning Blue: Martha Hume’s Guide to the Greatest in Country Music lists hard country as a type, and the back cover specifically promises that this book contains “the ultimate explanation of the difference between ‘hard country’ and ‘the Nashville Sound.’” Actually, the book contains no such “ultimate explanation” unless the note that “hard country makes no concession to fad or fashion”19 says it all; George Jones is again cited as an example.20 Such praise, of course, dooms its object to failure; the crossover or mainstream artist sells more records than the hard country star, and big sales require a sophisticated image and sound that pull an artist out of rustic territory. Hard country artists, ever unfashionable, languish there. The long-standing lingo for a song or artist whose appeal extends beyond country music—“crossover”—is significant in the way it conjures up the cultural boundaries that some artists can’t cross.

Hume borrows her title from an obscure song (“You’re So Cold I’m Turning Blue”) by Davis Stewart and Harlan Howard. Although she doesn’t explain her title choice, its catchiness offers slumming diversion and boundary crossing to chic and curious tourists, and the dialogue that it suggests sums up well the relationship between hard country music (turning blue) and the crossover audience (the cold ones). Lists of clever or outrageous country song titles, a perennial feature of newspaper and magazine columns, serve a similar function. Likewise, these condescending cartoons, published in the New Yorker in 1996, make an “in joke” that requires some familiarity with, but no deep understanding of, hard country conventions (fig. 1.1).21 These fictional stars, much like hard country’s real stars, appear as silly, self-pitying losers. When the moment came to take popular music seriously, the New Yorker couldn’t take country in any form: its “special music issue” that year included nothing on country music although nearly every other musical genre had an in-depth article devoted to it.22
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Fig. 1.1: Country Music in the New Yorker (27 May 1996). © The New Yorker Collection 1996 Michael Crawford from cartoonbank.com. All Rights Reserved.



Hard country not only makes its meaning in this partially self-imposed and partially culturally constructed backwater; it also makes its meaning out of it. Recognizing this duality is essential to truly hearing the music; other approaches, no matter how sympathetic, often exercise the prerogative of the cultural elite by putting hard country in its rusticated place without exploring what that place means. In the Country of Country (1997), a book that vividly demonstrates this logic, tells us that country music is “about common people everywhere, for common people everywhere.”23 While author Nicholas Dawidoff doesn’t use the term hard country, he does draw a distinction between the music he’s talking about and country “in the best pop tradition” (14). He calls Garth Brooks, country’s biggest crossover star, “a yuppie with a lariat,” contrasting him to Haggard and Jones, whose lives, he assures us, “really have been hard” (15). However, he doesn’t imagine that the contrast between hard and easy is in itself a source of the music’s meaning. Thus, he tours the various haunts of these “common people” in an attempt to demonstrate that out in the country, common people sing in commonplaces so simple that they don’t need interpretation. Likewise, the book’s illustrations, a blend of archival Walker Evans-esque photos with contemporary photos taken in the same dusty documentary style, reinforce this rustication. Such imagery suggests that an unchanging backwardness characterizes the lives and music of hard country stars. This book was widely heralded for its sympathetic portrayal of its subject—it received favorable reviews in both the New York Times and the Washington Post—and it has now been repackaged as a compact disc with musical selections from the stars discussed. Aimed at a mass audience, it is being advertised as a perfect introduction to country music even though In the Country of Country introduces few new insights. While Dawidoff conducted excellent interviews with country stars, he sanctimoniously repeats bromides that have been circulating ever since country music achieved national prominence in the World War II era.

“Almost any simple soul might write hillbilly words,” asserted the unnamed journalist who covered the “Bull Market in Corn” for Time magazine in October 1943.24 In 1944, Maurice Zolotov, writing in the Saturday Evening Post, complained that “hillbilly troupes will consistently outdraw legitimate Broadway plays, symphony concerts, sophisticated comedians and beautiful dancing girls” (Gentry, 58). Writing for Harper’s in 1974 and singling out Merle Haggard for special opprobrium, Florence King protested that “the mind of the country music fan tends to pounce on anything that resembles a good old-fashioned reductio ad absurdum.”25 Some 20 years later, a lot of people still want to believe that country music is the polar opposite of both the complex pleasures of high culture and the relentless sophistication of everyday life, even if they try to be more polite or nostalgic about it. Dawidoff’s tour guide is only one example; a trendy book about simplifying your life advises its overly complicated readers to try writing a country song. (The next tip is to get a massage.)26 In 1996, a reporter for the New York Times Sunday Magazine noted the low visibility of singers like Merle Haggard in today’s Nashville, then pronounced the hot stars of the ’90s “as safe and clean as the neighborhood mall.”27 Other emissaries from Nashville, such as erstwhile Kennedy and Reagan chronicler Laurence Leamer, dispense with this ritual listing of absentees; Leamer’s readers get only what he sees: 1996’s hottest stars (Garth Brooks, etc.). Still, as the title of his book proclaims, Leamer believes that these hot new singers offer a reassuringly simple combination of Three Chords and the Truth.28 Similarly, journalist Bruce Feiler admits to developing a “passion” for country music after hearing Garth Brooks, whom he describes as “no part hillbilly” yet still pure enough to offer access to “a real America, far removed from the cynicism and manipulation of New York, Los Angeles, or Capitol Hill.”29

Contemporary cultural studies, which has made popular culture a legitimate, even fashionable, arena of interpretation, has yet to develop much scholarly interest in country music. While noted scholars such as John Fiske readily grant sophisticated powers of cultural contestation to such practices as wearing deliberately torn jeans or following the well-publicized antics of Madonna, few have turned their attention to country music. Fiske, in particular, is openly dumbfounded by it: “What is important,” he claims, “is that it is there.”30 In other words, country music is elsewhere, neither a body of masterpieces nor part of the exciting here and now. Without intending to, Frith goes a long way toward explaining the lack of attention paid to country music in cultural studies: “[T]he cultural study of popular music has been, in effect, an anxiety-driven search by radical intellectuals and rootless academics for a model of consumption—for the perfect consumer, the subcultural idol, the mod, the punk, the cool commodity fetishist, the organic intellectual of the high street who can stand in for them.”31 By this logic, academics seeking chic should look everywhere but the “country of country.” As a result, unlike those who tear their jeans, paint, sculpt, write books, and sing some other forms of popular music, hard country performers don’t get to make sense for anyone outside of their quaint country. Even scholarly books devoted to placing country music in a broad cultural context, such as Cecelia Tichi’s High Lonesome: The American Culture of Country Music and Curtis Ellison’s Country Music Culture: From Hard Times to Heaven (Jackson: University of Mississippi Press, 1995), don’t distinguish between types of country music and tend to make large claims on the basis of mainstream country music.

In short, hard country music, which isn’t predominantly about rural life, occupies a bleakly rustic territory in our cultural imagination. While mainstream country can be praised for its pastoral Americanism, hard country is either invisible or an odd place to visit where you surely wouldn’t want to live. Perhaps the best way to imagine it is as a field of stone, an image I borrow from “Would You Lay With Me (In a Field of Stone),” Tanya Tucker’s number one hit in 1974. She was then a sultry sixteen-year-old; the song was written by David Allan Coe, a tattoo-covered ex-convict who would later become famous in his own right (see chapter 2). The song’s popularity was no doubt fueled by the fact that several radio stations refused to play it because of its suggestive lyrics. It was an invitation to a sexual encounter, the protestors argued, no matter how uncomfortable and uninviting the title’s question sounded. Coe, however, insisted on another meaning: he explained that he had written the song for his brother’s wedding. It was a vision rather than a proposition. The song asked whether marriage vows could be stretched beyond death, whether the wedding couple could lie together in a field of (tomb)stones, whether this marriage could withstand the test of time. Of course, the lyrics do allow a suggestive interpretation; but even without Coe’s counterinterpretation, the way the song is performed and produced sounds more ceremonial than erotic. It opens with a hushed a cappella chanting of the title, and ends with these same words sung as a stately round, an effect that suggests a congregation or at least some kind of gathering rather than an intimate moment.

Just as interesting as the elaboration of the field of stone as a metaphor, though, is the fact that the metaphor failed to register with those who have the power to choose what music to play. Whether the country radio station managers didn’t understand Coe’s metaphoric approach or whether they simply feared that their less subtle listeners wouldn’t understand it is a question that can’t be definitively answered; what I want to emphasize here is the cultural logic that constructs the more unsavory examples of country music as a realm of cold, hard facts, a realm where fields of stone are just that and only that. At some level it was simply assumed that the song was literally about two people having sex in a rocky field somewhere. This assumption also implies a geographic distribution of the ability to make sense and to make something of oneself: speaking and hearing imaginatively and figuratively, and making your visions register—all activities that give other cultural endeavors their prestige and interpretive scope—cannot happen in the stone “hard country” of country music.

At the same time, hard country songs often deliberately mimic the tourist’s patronizing vision of the country of country. They play with the assumption that everything they say will be taken literally. Porter Wagoner poses the riddle in the last line of “The Cold Hard Facts of Life”: “who taught who the cold hard facts of life?”32 Like Sisyphus rolling his stone, hard country performers often portray themselves as poor souls condemned to endlessly state the obvious when they are in fact participating in an imaginative tradition. Sometimes they offer slices of their lives, but other times, as Ernest Tubb told an interviewer, they create hard country out of hard country. “No one, even Hank Williams, no one person can possibly live all the things that he wrote about.” Williams, he claims, got a lot of ideas for songs “from lines out of my songs.”33 Once we recognize that the long-suffering, born-to-lose hard country artistic persona is a self-consciously adopted tradition, we can see it not as an example of a field of stone but as an exploration of it. That’s why it’s important to take this music figuratively, to grant its makers the power of figurative and complex speech that is routinely granted to artists and other people we take seriously.

Moreover, the struggle for the compelling power of figurative speech forms part of hard country’s essence. In other words, it’s more and more often about wresting meaning from a field of stone. Faced with self-serving misunderstanding from cultural arbiters of every stripe, hard country increasingly positions itself and its listeners as outside of contemporary American culture. In fact, the term “hard country” seems to have entered our vocabulary about the same time that the ’60s counterculture held sway, and in spite of hard country’s moments of hippie baiting, it, like the counterculture, is largely about refusing to follow the easy road to material success and social integration. The importance of this theme can be most easily seen by tracing the changing connotation of the word “country” in hard country music since the late 1940s. Hank Williams never sang a song about the country. He got “The Honky-Tonk Blues” by leaving his “rural route” home behind. When his contemporaries used the word, though, they were still at home there. In 1949, Little Jimmy Dickens, as stylistically “hard shell” as they come, sang a song called “Country Boy” in which he plows, milks, feeds chickens, and claims that he is better off than wealthy businessmen. In other words, he likes standing out in his field of stone and looks forward to being country even after he dies: he promises to help milk the cows in heaven.34 Country, to Dickens’s character, is a blessed state rather than an uncomfortable condition. You can still hear this kind of song on country radio today, but in 1949 you couldn’t have heard threatening lyrics like Charlie Daniels’s 1980 “Leave this long-haired country boy alone”—angrily addressed to an unnamed and apparently judgmental “you.”35 Unlike Dickens, the singer takes the term “country” as an insult even as he uses the term to describe himself. “Hard country” is the turning point in the signifying tradition that starts with a song like Dickens’s celebratory vision of the “Country Boy” in heaven and that now needs to stress that country boys can weather the scorn here on earth. They may not see themselves as creative geniuses, yet they’re not ready for the fields of stone and they want “you” to know it. The characters they create address an audience that is outside the country but looking in, the audience that they call you. As Buck Owens puts it in the first line of “The Streets of Bakersfield”: “[Y]ou don’t know me, but you don’t like me.”36 This multilayered perspective, looking angrily at the successful urbanite who thinks he is looking at an unregenerate hick, is now an integral feature of hard country.

Mainstream country songs offer no such complexity. For example, Alabama, apparently the most popular country group of all time, assumes that if you love your country, you’ll love their songs. Their hit single “Born Country” (1991) aims to please just about any listener. In it, you can hear how mainstream is a synonym for easy: the music is unobtrusive, the vocal harmony is pleasant, and since the lyrics associate sweet sentiments with innate patriotism, the situation that calls forth such a song isn’t readily imagined. With its references to creeks, mountains, and home cooking, “Born Country” seems like an anthem along the lines of “America the Beautiful.” Only a slight note of defensiveness, indicating that perhaps not everyone thinks being “Born Country” is a wonderful situation, dilutes the patriotic bliss. Nevertheless, Alabama’s lyrics end by repeating the title and expressing patriotic love for “this country.”37 Ultimately, then, “country,” in this song, is both a lost rural idyll and an ever-present Anywhere, USA. In this way, the song attempts to appeal to nearly everyone.

In contrast, John Anderson, a hard country star since 1980, simultaneously boasts and complains about being “Country ’til I Die” (1994). While Anderson may not be directly answering the Alabama song, he does have something to say about the nostalgic version of “country” in a culture that needs to keep someone down on the farm. As Anderson recounts his unpleasant attendance at an upscale party and subsequent visit to a doctor, almost every image of the Alabama song is replaced with a more difficult situation. Creeks and sunlit mornings become unwelcoming hostesses and condescending professionals; mama’s cornbread is replaced by a nightmarish plate of sushi. More importantly, the comfort of Alabama’s country birthright is replaced with Anderson’s diagnosis of an impending doom and incurable unease called “country.” In Anderson’s song, “the country of country” has nothing to do with where he lives and everything to do with how he lives. Set in the equally privileged milieus of a high-society celebration and a doctor’s office, this is a song about knowing your place. Singing about himself in an ostentatious drawl, Anderson’s character learns that his “problem” with contemporary culture is tantamount to nature. His background, a purely imaginary country that is a euphemism for “class,” makes social mobility impossible. His key symptom is a naive ignorance that supposedly leaves him essentially unsophisticated, incurably boorish, and permanently unable to enact the urbane rituals of the rich and powerful. Neither doctors nor powerful cocktail-partiers know how to “treat a man in [his] condition.” Crucially, his unease is only communicable in their presence. The authoritative doctor claims to see “country” written all over his patient—in his looks, his speech, his gait, and even in the fact that he drives a truck. His prognosis is fatal; hence the song’s title: “Country ’til I Die.”38

In this song, then, “country” is a complex word that equates class standing with taste at the same time that it removes taste from the all-American realm of free choice. No matter what he does, this patient can’t learn to make his tastes conform to those of the tastemakers. The patient senses that he should know better but those who possess the knowledge he seeks claim it can’t be shared. Anderson’s doctor cannot prescribe any formula that would allow his patient to cross the line that divides the powerless from the powerful and the country from the mainstream. Anderson’s unease is incurable and the word “country” sums it up. Unlike other high-culture outcasts, the “country” sufferer isn’t even able to tell Beethoven to roll over; he ends up simply leaving the parties and professional offices.

The analysis of taste I’ve used to describe hard country’s incurable unease is adapted from Pierre Bourdieu’s extended discussion of how cultural hierarchies legitimate class divisions in his book Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste.39
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