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CHAPTER III 

FINDING AND DISCUSSION 

 This chapter tries to present and discuss Jean-Paul Sartre’s Existentialism 

which is found in Bob Dylan’s lyrics “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll”, 

“Desolation Row”, and “Not Dark Yet”. Moreover, the author of this thesis will use 

bibliographical theory to know Bob Dylan’s choices on his individual choice of 

freedom from those three songs which are selected by the writer. 

 To begin with, the first lyric of “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll” will 

be analyzed and discussed. The complete lyric is as follows: 

  3.1 “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll” 

                             Line 

William Zanzinger killed poor Hattie Carroll     1 

With a cane that he twirled around his diamond ring finger   2 

At a Baltimore hotel society gathering     3 

And the cops were called in and his weapon took from him   4 

As they rode him in custody down to the station    5 

And booked William Zanzinger for first-degree murder   6 

But you who philosophize disgrace and criticize all fears   7 

Take the rag away from your face      8 

Now ain't the time for your tears      9 

William Zanzinger, who at twenty-four years    10 

Owns a tobacco farm of six hundred acres     11 

With rich wealthy parents who provide and protect him   12 

And high office relations in the politics of Maryland    13 

Reacted to his deed with a shrug of his shoulders    14 

And swear words and sneering, and his tongue it was snarling  15 

In a matter of minutes, on bail was out walking    16
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But you who philosophize disgrace and criticize fears   17 

Take the rag away from your face      18 

Now ain't the time for your tears      19 

Hattie Carroll was a maid in the kitchen     20 

She was fifty-one years old and gave birth to ten children   21 

Who carried the dishes and took out the garbage    22 

And never sat once at the head of the table     23 

And didn't even talk to the people at the table    24 

Who just cleaned up all the food from the table    25 

And emptied the ashtrays on a whole other level    26 

Got killed by a blow, lay slain by a cane     27 

That sailed through the air and came down through the room  28 

Doomed and determined to destroy all the gentle    29 

And she never done nothing to William Zanzinger    30 

And you who philosophize disgrace and criticize all fears   31 

Take the rag away from your face      32 

Now ain't the time for your tears      33 

In the courtroom of honor, the judge pounded his gavel   34 

To show that all's equal and that the courts are on the level   35 

And that the strings in the books ain't pulled and persuaded   36 

And that even the nobles get properly handled    37 

Once that the cops have chased after and caught 'em    38 

And that the ladder of law has no top and no bottom    39 

Stared at the person who killed for no reason     40 

Who just happened to be feelin' that way without warnin'   41 

And he spoke through his cloak, most deep and distinguished  42 

And handed out strongly, for penalty and repentance   43 

William Zanzinger with a six-month sentence    44 

Oh, but you who philosophize disgrace and criticize all fears  45 

Bury the rag deep in your face      46 

For now's the time for your tears      47 

 

Basically, this song title of “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll” can be 

interpreted with: (1) Lonesome, according to Merriam Webster Dictionary, means sad 

or dejected as a result of lack of companionship or separation from others (solitary or 

lonely); (2) Death means the end of life; and (3) Hattie Carroll is the name of a black-
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skin woman which is mentioned in the lyric. Therefore, the overall meaning of the 

title is a solitary death of a black-skin helper woman. Solitary here can also mean the 

lack of publication or attention from media or public eyes. 

This lyric was written in 1963 by Bob Dylan to respond the killing of a 

Baltimore maid by a drunken aristocrat, and he was released in 1964’s. By writing 

“The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll”, Dylan criticizes the judge’s decision to give 

the nobleman only a “six-month sentence.” Bob Dylan thinks that the judge has 

overseen fair judgment by giving a light sentence. This lyric clearly shows some 

important issues like war, racism, and especially social injustice which is commonly 

done by people of power and higher statuses. 

Through this lyric, Bob Dylan wants to represent himself as independently 

having different moral values than most common Americans that belonged to be 

generally accepted in America in 1960s. Moreover, he differentiates himself among 

other people to show his independency of choosing his own moral value by showing 

injustice that we have committed and flaws in America’s common justice practices 

(Hughes, 2009:108). This is expressed in: 

But you who philosophize disgrace and criticize all fears 31 

Take the rag away from your face 32 

Now ain't the time for your tears 33 

 

Here Bob Dylan shows disagreement by people “who philosophize disgrace and 

criticize and criticize all fears.” He seems to judge on those people who cannot see 
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clear cases good ethic and immorality in “take the rag away from your face.” 

Someone who covers their face, off course, cannot see and judge their surrounding 

clearly. To analyze further, the word “rag” can also mean something bad and awful. 

Maybe Bob Dylan wants to symbolize “the rag” with inappropriate and unlawful 

behaviors. Furthermore, those people have their moral sense in complicated 

rationalizations which covers up the knowledge of this moral reality, exemplified by 

their “philosophizing disgrace and criticizing of all fears”. He, in addition, also 

suggests how to correctly response to this moral incapability in “now ain’t the time 

for your tears.” He continues to mock and disbelieve of people who show fake 

sadness related to this injustice behavior. Too add, by writing “now’s the time for our 

tears,” Dylan protests legal discrimination and the influence of money and privilege 

on the law as unfair and unethical. Furthermore, he frequently returns to the theme of 

the United States’ failure to retain equality before law and to protect the rights of 

African American in particular. Finally, Bob Dylan, as someone who is brave enough 

to state and choose his own judgment, also suggests that it is time for take action 

instead of only showing sadness and grief.  

 According to Bob Dylan, one should live justly for its own sake showing 

freedom from normally accepted values (Hughes, 2009:108). It is presented in his 

criticism on aristocrats and the haves on his lyric as follows: 

William Zanzinger, who at twenty-four years    10 

Owns a tobacco farm of six hundred acres     11 
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With rich wealthy parents who provide and protect him   12 

And high office relations in the politics of Maryland    13 

And that even the nobles get properly handled    37 

 

 

On the part of “William Zanzinger, who at twenty-four years,” Bob Dylan 

shows how young the murderer was. He maybe wants to emphasize the immature 

state of the murderer. Meanwhile, on “Owns a tobacco farm of six hundred acres,” 

and “With rich wealthy parents who provide and protect him,” he tries to suggest how 

financially powerful and spoiled the murderer was. He also provides common 

political power and special benefits which was usually enjoyed by American 

aristocrats with their wealth on “And high office relations in the politics of 

Maryland,” and “And that even the nobles get properly handled.” 

Bob Dylan describes the homicide of a kitchen maid, Hattie Carroll, at the 

hands of the son of a Baltimore aristocrat, William Zanzinger, who killed Hattie 

Carroll by: 

Got killed by a blow, lay slain by a cane     27 

That sailed through the air and came down through the room  28 

Doomed and determined to destroy all the gentle    29 

And she never done nothing to William Zanzinger    30 

He shows that nobles, who are commonly called as gentlemen, may not have 

this specific characteristic of gentle. Bob Dylan speaks of Hattie Carroll’s death as a 

symbol of the destruction of “all gentle.” The word “gentle” can refer to gentlemen or 

even take form in more general term, goodness. By this strong inversion, Bob Dylan 

wants to show that people who have born in aristocratic families have destroyed their 
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claim to gentleness and goodness. They pass judgment on themselves, they will do 

everything within their power to save their families and relatives from any harms, 

including avoiding any court orders. Even if the judge will not obey their willingness, 

they will find way to give pressure even threaten the judge to follow their needs 

mostly by using their political power, connection, and wealth (Hughes, 2009:108). It 

has been passed on to the servant class in this lyric in: 

And he spoke through his cloak, most deep and distinguished  42 

And handed out strongly, for penalty and repentance   43 

William Zanzinger with a six-month sentence    44 

 

On the part of lyric of “And he spoke through his cloak, most deep and 

distinguished,” Bob Dylan portrays the judge with usual or common charisma from 

his appearance and his charismatic voice. However, once again, Bob Dylan expresses 

his satirical tone on “And handed out strongly, for penalty and repentance. William 

Zanzinger with a six-month sentence.” Here, basically, he wants to show the contrast 

meaning by telling how suitable and severe of the sentence of a murder case by only 

having six-month sentence. These parts of the lyric are expressed because Bob Dylan 

wants to show his individual choice of viewing himself even above the common 

social and legal orders. Bob Dylan’s attempts to define the terms ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 

bring into play of being authentic in ethical notions of responsibility and justice. 

 To discuss further, Bob Dylan tries to shift the focus away from individuals to 

wider social issues. If activists are often trying to put a ‘human face’ on political 

issues which can seem difficult to personalize, Bob Dylan often does the opposite, 
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moving the focus away from individuals and specific events, and pointing to larger 

social causes and meanings (Detmarr, 2009:68).  

 To clearly picture Bob Dylan under Sartre’s existentialism context, the writer 

presents his view towards truth and justice according to one of his interviews, “There 

does come a time, though, when you have to face facts and the truth is true whether 

you wanna believe it or not, it doesn’t need you to make it true.” The idea that “the 

truth is true whether you wanna believe or not” is known as the objective of truth. But 

the more basic notion that “you have to face facts” is normative, which means that 

whether for moral or pragmatic reasons we ought to believe in truth and ought not to 

believe what is false. Of course, we can always succumb to bad faith and put aside 

such norms and belief. (Detmarr, 2009:96).” Here, by connecting to the lyric, one 

notion can be drawn that Bob Dylan holds himself to a higher standard of moral 

judgment.  

3.2 “Desolation Row” 

                                                                                                      Line 

They're selling postcards of the hanging 1 

They're painting the passports brown 2 

The beauty parlor is filled with sailors 3 

The circus is in town 4 

Here comes the blind commissioner 5 

They've got him in a trance 6 

One hand is tied to the tight-rope walker 7 

The other is in his pants 8 

And the riot squad they're restless 9 

They need somewhere to go 10 

As Lady and I look out tonight 11 
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From Desolation Row. 12 

 

Cinderella, she seems so easy 13 

"It takes one to know one," she smiles 14 

And puts her hands in her back pockets 15 

Bette Davis style 16 

And in comes Romeo, he's moaning, 17 

"You belong to Me I Believe." 18 

And someone says, "You're in the wrong place, my friend 19 

You'd better leave." 20 

And the only sound that's left 21 

After the ambulances go 22 

Is Cinderella sweeping up 23 

On Desolation Row. 24 

 

Now the moon is almost hidden 25 

The stars are beginning to hide 26 

The fortune-telling lady 27 

Has even taken all her things inside 28 

All except for Cain and Abel 29 

And the hunchback of Notre Dame 30 

Everybody is making love 31 

Or else expecting rain 32 

And the Good Samaritan, he's dressing 33 

He's getting ready for the show 34 

He's going to the carnival tonight 35 

On Desolation Row. 36 

 

Ophelia, she's 'neath the window 37 

For her I feel so afraid 38 

On her twenty-second birthday 39 

She already is an old maid 40 

To her, death is quite romantic 41 

She wears an iron vest 42 

Her profession's her religion 43 

Her sin is her lifelessness 44 

And though her eyes are fixed upon 45 

Noah's great rainbow 46 

She spends her time peeking 47 

Into Desolation Row. 48 

 

Einstein, disguised as Robin Hood 49 

With his memories in a trunk 50 
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Passed this way an hour ago 51 

With his friend, a jealous monk 52 

NOW, he looked so immaculately frightful 53 

As he bummed a cigarette 54 

Then he went off sniffing drainpipes 55 

And reciting the alphabet 56 

You would not think to look at him 57 

But he was famous long ago 58 

For playing the electric violin 59 

On Desolation Row. 60 

 

Dr. Filth, he keeps his world 61 

Inside of a leather cup 62 

But all his sexless patients 63 

They ARE trying to blow it up 64 

Now his nurse, some local loser 65 

She's in charge of the cyanide hole 66 

And she also keeps the cards that read 67 

"Have Mercy on His Soul" 68 

They all play on the penny whistle 69 

You can hear them blow 70 

If you lean your head out far enough 71 

 

From Desolation Row. 71 

Across the street they've nailed the curtains 72 

They're getting ready for the feast 73 

The Phantom of the Opera 74 

In a perfect image of a priest 75 

They are spoon-feeding Casanova 76 

To get him to feel more assured 77 

Then they'll kill him with self-confidence 78 

After poisoning him with words 79 

And the Phantom's shouting to skinny girls 80 

"Get outta here if you don't know" 81 

Casanova is just being punished for going 82 

To Desolation Row. 83 

 

At midnight all the agents 84 

And the superhuman crew 85 

Come out and round up everyone 86 

That knows more than they do 87 

Then they bring them to the factory 88 

Where the heart-attack machine 89 
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Is strapped across their shoulders 90 

And then the kerosene 91 

Is brought down from the castles 92 

By insurance men who go 93 

Check to see that nobody is escaping 94 

To Desolation Row. 95 

 

Praise be to Nero's Neptune 96 

The Titanic sails at dawn 97 

Everybody's shouting 98 

"Which side are you on?" 99 

And Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot 100 

Fighting in the captain's tower 101 

While calypso singers laugh at them 102 

And fishermen hold flowers 103 

Between the windows of the sea 104 

Where lovely mermaids flow 105 

And nobody has to think too much 106 

About Desolation Row. 107 

 

Yes, I received your letter yesterday 108 

About the time the door knob broke 109 

When you asked me how I was doing 110 

Or was that some kind of joke? 111 

All these people that you mention 112 

Yes, I know them, they're quite lame 113 

I had to rearrange their faces 114 

And give them all another name 115 

Right now I can't read too good 116 

Don't send me no more letters no 117 

Not unless you mail them 118 

From Desolation Row. 119 

 

 

Desolation Row was released in 1965 as the closing track for Bob Dylan’s 

sixth album Highway 61 Revisited. This song has reached its popularity for its 

unusual length (11:12). With “Desolation Row”, Bob Dylan manages something even 

he had never achieved before, writing a very long song without any specific story to 

tell. Instead, Bob Dylan relies almost only on placing familiar characters in strange 



25 
 

 
 

and disturbed scenarios, revealing a series of increasingly disturbing situations. Here, 

Bob Dylan tries to once again reveal no ordinary tale. According on his interview by 

Clinton Heylin from the second half of 1965, he claimed to be inspired by “all of 

these about roses growing out of people’s brains and lovers who are really geese and 

swans that turn into angels” (2009:263). It indicates that Bob Dylan shows his 

intention to free himself as well as his listeners from the unpleasant universal 

“norms” depicted by him as “Desolation Row”. As viewed by Boucher and Bowning 

(2004:18), society is standing on the abyss and the only way to safe themselves from 

the madness is no other than “Desolation Row”. As a counter point to his critique of 

the political system, Dylan is commonly recognized to show the romantic-image of 

the outlaw. 

The song makes reference to two American fathers of modernist poetry in 

“And Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot / Fighting in the captain’s tower”; as these lines 

illustrate, the song, like their poetries, is full of indirect references. The range 

includes Shakespeare (Romeo and Ophelia), Hollywood (Bette Davis), and the Bible 

(Cain and Abel, the Good Samaritan). Each verse describes a different scene, but they 

are connected to the others only by the concluding words “Desolation Row.” Such 

writing has surprised music industry, unique to Bob Dylan among rock stars: 

interpretation. At least four books are written to interpret Bob Dylan’s lyrics, the 

most recent of which, Dylan’s Visions of Sin by Boston University professor, Eliot 

scholar, and right-wing culture warrior, Christopher Ricks – is 517 pages. As stated in 
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Cambridge Companion to Bod Dylan, this high modernist takes on Bob Dylan is 

plausible because he is perceived as an artist and not as a mere performer. Bob 

Dylan’s high-culture borrowings and allusions are literary rather than musical 

(2009:135-136). Therefore, the writer of this thesis becomes increasingly interested to 

analyze this lyric despite its length. 

To begin with, we may start by understanding this lyric from the title of 

“Desolation Row”. The word “desolation,” according to Merriam Webster 

Dictionary, means a state of complete emptiness or destruction. Moreover, the word 

“row” means a number of people of things in a more or less straight line. Here, we 

can assume that Bob Dylan wants to portray a specific place that has been destroyed 

by something or alienated location.  

On “Desolation Row”, Bob Dylan shows his way to be morally different by 

guiding his listeners to call into enlightenment. Indeed, here he wants to shows that 

he has reached the state of having greater knowledge and understanding about many 

subjects or situations that are expressed on this long lyric. Bob Dylan offers 

consistent criticism by simply describing social structures and the limit of reasons 

while not providing any solutions about this condition, triggering his listeners’ 

curiosity to obtain the “true” meaning of the verses, keeping his listeners engaged. 

This song has become one of the darkest Dylan’s songs, where no hope for escape 

from domination is faced.  
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Here comes the blind commissioner 5 

They've got him in a trance 6 

One hand is tied to the tight-rope walker 7 

The other is in his pants 8 

 

One of his visions having different moral ground is related to governmental context. 

Bob Dylan’s depiction of government representatives, “blind commissioner” and in a 

state of “trance,” shows how he does not fully expect to have good governance from 

any form of government representatives. “Blind” means government officials do not 

want to see the needs of society while “in a trance” suggests that they will think about 

themselves. All they want is their own pleasure and ecstasy. Moreover, “tied” 

suggests how he views that government will not do anything to fulfill public interests. 

To add details how government will only think about their own interest, Bob Dylan 

depicts government officials as focusing only on their self-enjoyment in “the other 

(hand) is in his pants.” It is very strong symbolization because “hand in pants” can be 

interpreted as masturbation. This is indeed a very harsh protest song by picturing 

government as an entity which only thinks about their own pleasure and does not 

want to see and do anything to improve the wealth of their people.  

 Another topic of enlightenment offered by Bob Dylan is by not tolerating 

possessive love.  

And in comes Romeo, he's moaning, 17 

"You belong to Me I Believe." 18 

And someone says, "You're in the wrong place, my friend 19 

You'd better leave." 20 
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Bob Dylan uses the Shakespearean love icon “Romeo” to show disagreement about 

the universal ideal of love, by being possessive showing by “You belong to Me I 

Believe.” On line 19, he writes “someone” to probably strengthen its anonymity as 

one who has reach enlightenment in the topic about love by his refusal on the 

common concept of love in “You’re in the wrong place, my friend. You’d better 

leave.” Bob Dylan who is commonly pictured as a modernist shows his individual 

choice viewed of new form of love, by giving freedom instead of restraining or 

applying a lot of limitations especially to women. 

 “Desolation Row” is a song having a great encouragement to be enlightened 

by detaching oneself from a society which will control a member of the society by 

getting him/her blindly follow common values and norms. Furthermore, on 

“Desolation Row”, he mentions some forces opposing to your independence, 

government, business, friend, lovers. It is “an urban protest song.” Bob Dylan 

underlined this theme on his interview session to Rolling Stone publisher Jann 

Wenner that “Desolation Row”–along with everything “that kind of New York type 

period, when all the songs were just ‘city songs’”—was heavily influenced by his 

good friend, poet Allen Ginsberg—“His poetry . . . sounds like the city.” “Desolation 

Row” went further still, returning the words of popular song to a time when they had 

a power no other media could match. Or as Ginsberg himself put it, “It was an artistic 

challenge to see if great art can be done on a juke box”. And he proved it can 

(Clinton, 2009:264). 
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3.3 “Not Dark Yet” 

 Line 

Shadows are fallin' and I've been here all day 1 

It's too hot to sleep and time is runnin' away 2 

Feel like my soul has turned into steel 3 

I've still got the scars that the sun didn't heal 4 

There's not even room enough to be anywhere 5 

It's not dark yet but it's gettin' there. 6 

 

Well, my sense of humanity has gone down the drain 7 

Behind every beautiful thing there's been some kind of pain 8 

She wrote me a letter and she wrote it so kind 9 

She put down in writin' what was in her mind 10 

I just don't see why I should even care 11 

It's not dark yet but it's gettin' there. 12 

 

Well, I've been to London and I been to gay Paris 13 

I've followed the river and I got to the sea 14 

I've been down on the bottom of the world full of lies 15 

I ain't lookin' for nothin' in anyone's eyes 16 

Sometimes my burden is more than I can bear 17 

It's not dark yet but it's gettin' there. 18 

 

I was born here and I'll die here against my will 19 

I know it looks like I'm movin' but I'm standin' still 20 

Every nerve in my body is so naked and numb 21 

I can't even remember what it was I came here to get away from 22 

Don't even hear the murmur of a prayer 23 

It's not dark yet but it's gettin' there. 24 

 

According to Merriam Webster Dictionary, the word “dark” means wholly or 

partially black. It is commonly used to represent evil, misery or fear. The writer 

agrees with Bell arguing “Not Dark Yet” being unquestionably one of the great Bob 

Dylan songs. This lyric suggests how Bob Dylan persists to hold on his faith and 
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hope despite his bleak mood due to his battle with his illness long before he was 

hospitalized (2015:78). 

It's too hot to sleep and time is runnin' away 2 

Feel like my soul has turned into steel 3 

I've still got the scars that the sun didn't heal 4 

Don't even hear the murmur of a prayer 23 

It's not dark yet but it's gettin' there. 24 

 

Here, Bob Dylan shows his willingness to struggle over his misery and desperate 

moment (as symbolized by the word “dark”) shown by “even hear the murmur of a 

prayer,” a very grim situation from the key statement “time is running away.” When a 

sick person hears someone else’s prayer, it can be meant that he is in a very serious 

situation and needs “God’s support.” Moreover, the seriousness of Bob Dylan’s 

condition is emphasized by “time is running away.” It shows that he feels close to her 

death. 

 Even though Bob Dylan in this song use first person pronoun, he has 

contradicted himself often enough down the years when the subject of self-portraits 

has come up. Sometimes he has warned journalists against taking personal pronouns 

too seriously reminding them the nature of art and liberty imagination needs and 

demands (Bell, 2015:79). We can draw summary that Bob Dylan wants to criticize 

the Americans, or even universe, about holding lose faith on desperate times as 

exemplified by his serious illness. 
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 Furthermore, by writing these lines, Bob Dylan shows his views, according to 

many of the critics reviewing the album, towards mortality showing by his words 

“time is running away” (Andrew, 2017:205). He expresses his acceptance and 

courage toward inescapable death. It suggested the reality of an aging man (Bob 

Dylan, by the way, was closing in on sixty), driven by desire, anguish, longing, and a 

raging mind.  

I've still got the scars that the sun didn't heal 4 

There's not even room enough to be anywhere 5 

It's not dark yet but it's gettin' there. 6 

 

“I’ve got still got the scars that the sun didn’t heal,” Bob Dylan sings, which refers 

perhaps to the sun literally, or else the hurting parts that even praying (sun) could not 

heal them from his sickness. “There’s not even room enough to be anywhere,” he 

continues to express that there was no cure or alternative solutions to his sickness, 

“It’s not dark yet, but it’s getting there,” this shows his acceptance towards his death 

that is caused by his illness. 

 Surprisingly, these lyrics turned out to be true in the future. Shortly after 

recording Time Out of Mind, Bob Dylan began experiencing chest pain which became 

worse and worse. Following his daughter’s advice, he checked himself into a Santa 

Monica hospital for a cardiac evaluation. As it turns out, he had developed a 

potentially fatal case of histoplasmosis. Consequently, his upcoming tour was 

cancelled, and he lived for a time with great pain and difficulties in breathing 

(Andrew, 2017:206). As interviewed by Guitar World (174), he said, “Maybe one 
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month, or two or three days out of the year, the banks around the river get all mucky, 

and then wind blows a bunch of the swirling mess in the air. I happened to inhale a 

bunch of that. That’s what made me sick. It went into my heart area, but it wasn’t 

anything really attacking my heart.” As ever, “the steady thrust of death” means his 

ill-fate cannot be reversed or solved. However, his strong determination to getting 

back on tour with his band as soon as he found the physical strength shows his mental 

acceptance to his ill fate lad to his misery, his death, his “dark”. “Not Dark Yet” is a 

song about determination, a song about what it means to keep faith and come 

through. 

 

 


