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WHERE I CAME IN





In the summer of 1963, in a field in New Jersey, I’d gone to see Joan Baez, a familiar face in my hometown, in Menlo Park, California, and suddenly a familiar face everywhere else—she’d been on the cover of Time. This day she was appearing at one of those old theaters-in-a-round, set up under a tent. She sang, and after a bit she said, “I want to introduce a friend of mine,” and out came a scruffy-looking guy with a guitar. He looked dusty. His shoulders were hunched and he seemed slightly embarrassed. He sang a couple of songs by himself, then he sang one or two with Joan Baez, and then he left.


I barely noticed the end of the show. I was transfixed. I was confused. This person had come onto someone else’s stage, and while in some ways he seemed as ordinary as anyone in the audience, something in his demeanor dared you to pin him down, to sum him up and write him off, and you couldn’t do it. From the way he sounded and the way he moved, you couldn’t tell where he was from, where he’d been, or where he was going—though the way he moved and sang somehow made you want to know all of those things. “My name it is nothing, my age it means less,” he sang that day, beginning his song “With God on Our Side,” which would turn up the next year as the lynchpin of The Times They Are A-Changin’—and while the whole book of American history seemed to open up in that song, the country’s story telling itself in a new way, the song also kept the singer’s promise. As he sang, you couldn’t tell his age. He might have been seventeen, he might have been twenty-seven—and to an eighteen-year-old like me, that was someone old enough.


When the show was over, I saw this person, whose name I hadn’t caught, crouching behind the tent—there was no backstage, no guards, no protocol—and so I went up to him. He was trying to light a cigarette, it was windy, his hands were shaking; he wasn’t paying attention to anything but the match. I was just dumbfounded enough to open my mouth. “You were terrific,” I said, never at a loss for something original to say. He didn’t look up. “I was shit,” he said. “I was just shit.” I didn’t know what to say to that, so I walked off. I asked someone in the crowd who the person was who along with Joan Baez was getting into her black Jaguar XK-E, then the most glamorous car on the road. When I got back to California I went straight to a record store and bought The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, his second album, the only one in the shop. I couldn’t figure out why some of the songs—about the John Birch Society and a “ramblin’ gamblin’ Willie,” something with a band I called “Make a Solid Road”—didn’t fit the songs described in the liner notes. I took it back and told the store owner there was something wrong with it. “Oh, they’re all like that,” he said. “I’ve had a lot of complaints. Come back next week and I’ll have some good copies.” But I never did go back. I fell in love with “Don’t Think Twice.” I played it all day long. I figured if I exchanged my album it might not be on the next one.


For me, for a lot of other people, perhaps in ways for Bob Dylan himself, his life and work opened up from right about that time. Very quickly—with, say, “Blowin’ in the Wind,” “Masters of War,” “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll,” a score more songs about conflict and justice, truth and lie, that could be epic and commonplace in the same moment, songs orchestrated by nothing more than the singer’s own bare guitar and harmonica—and then with the mid-sixties albums Bringing It All Back Home, Highway 61 Revisited, and Blonde on Blonde, filled with visionary performances, most with equally visionary rock ’n’ roll not so much behind the songs as all through them—Bob Dylan became in the common imagination far more than a singer who had, by some happenstance, caught his moment. To do what he’d done, Dylan wrote years later, you had to be someone “who could see into things, the truth of things—not metaphorically, either—but really see, like seeing into metal and making it melt, see it for what it was and reveal it for what it was with hard words and vicious insight.” In the early 1950s, kids like Bob Dylan watched someone seeing into metal and making it melt every week on The Adventures of Superman; in the next decade, as Paul Nelson puts it later in these pages, Dylan “evoked such an intense degree of personal participation from both his admirers and detractors that he could not be permitted so much as a random action. Hungry for a sign, the world used to follow him around, just waiting for him to drop a cigarette butt. When he did they’d sift through the remains, looking for significance. The scary part is they’d find it—and it really would be significant.”


This is where I came in, as a writer—six years after the show in New Jersey, at the end of Dylan’s adventure as an oracle on the run, just after he released his spare, cryptic album John Wesley Harding, an album of parables of the republic, riddles about its cops and robbers, and love songs that took the sting away.




*





Bobby Darin had three hit records under his belt when he announced his goal in life: “I want to be a legend by the time I’m twenty-five.” He didn’t make it, but Bob Dylan did.


Those are the first lines from a piece I wrote in 1969 that is not included in this collection of most of what, outside of two earlier books—one on “Like a Rolling Stone,” one on the songs that travel under the name of the basement tapes—I’ve written about Bob Dylan over the years. In 1969 Bob Dylan was twenty-eight. He’d been a legend—a story people passed on as if it might even be true—at least since 1964. But time moved fast then—Bobby Darin, you can imagine, wanted to be a legend by the time he was twenty-five because after that it might be too late.


As a chronicle of events happening as they were written about—which this book, much of it a matter of reviews, reports, sightings, comment in monthly or bi-weekly magazines and weekly newspapers, to some degree is—that heroic period hangs over what I wrote. It’s a given that I am writing about someone who has done signal work, has made music so rich that even as it appeared it suggested it might be untouchable, not merely by others but by Dylan himself. It was an enormous achievement: the rewriting, in all senses, of American vernacular music, from the fiddlers who took up “Springfield Mountain” at the end of the eighteenth century to Little Richard, at once a recapturing of the past and the opening of a door to what had never been heard and had never been said. All of that is in this book. But at least for its first half it is present as a shadow, a shadow cast by a performer who, as I began to write about him, had fallen under it himself.


The story I followed was, in its beginning, the story of Bob Dylan as he tried to transcend, match, avoid, deny, or escape what he’d already done. I was a fan; I looked for those dropped cigarettes. But if the achievement of the previous years was a given as I began to write, what was not a given was how the story unfolded, and how so far it has turned out. This chronicle really begins with Dylan’s 1970 double album Self Portrait; by the end of the year, the Beatles would be defunct; Jimi Hendrix, a great Bob Dylan fan and perhaps his greatest interpreter, in time maybe a partner, would be dead; and the notion of Bob Dylan as someone who could not open his mouth without telling his own kind of truth would be gone, too. So I began as a disbeliever: Is that all there is? This can’t be all that there is. One record, one show followed another as the seventies turned into the eighties, as Ford replaced Nixon and Carter Ford and Reagan Carter and all through those years Bob Dylan sang, “Even the president of the United States sometimes has to stand naked”; for a time, I tried to convince myself that whatever the record or the show, it was as good as I wanted it to be, until the falsity became just too clear.


If the decline, a kind of public disappearance, became a given in itself, what was not was the almost biblical story the music would tell: that it would take Bob Dylan more than twenty years to play his way out of the trap set for him by his own, once-upon-a-time triumph, that after all that time of wandering in the desert of his own fame—that time, as Dylan once put it, explaining the imperatives  peratives of folk music, by which he meant the Bible, by which he meant the mystery of plenty and famine, of “seven years of this and eight years of that”—that the old pop star, the antique icon, the dormant oracle, might then begin again as if from the beginning, with no limits to what he might say or how he might say it. There was no telling that this turn in the river would occur in 1992, with a quiet little album released on election day, carrying the cigarette-butt title Good As I Been to You, a collection of the kind of songs Bob Dylan was singing in coffeehouses, in friends’ apartments, before he ever stepped into a recording studio. It was an event that passed almost unnoticed, and which opened up the next two decades as fields in which anything was possible, where any new song could be discovered and any old song could be, in itself, the oracle that, once, people had taken the singer to be.


From that point on there was a new story to follow—and it was so strong, so surprising, that it cast everything that had preceded it in a new light. That is the arc of this book.




*





Along with a lot of other things, becoming a Bob Dylan fan made me a writer. I was never interested in figuring out what the songs meant. I was interested in figuring out my response to them, and other people’s responses. I wanted to get closer to the music than I could by listening to it—I wanted to get inside of it, behind it, and writing about it, through it, inside of it, behind it was my way of doing that.


The pieces collected here begin with a rumor and end with a presidential election. There are reactions in the moment and long looks back for undiscovered stories. But more than anything there is an attempt to remain part of the conversation that Bob Dylan’s work has always created around itself: You have to hear this. Is he kidding? I can’t believe this. You won’t believe this—


A lot of the noise of that conversation is in the items scattered through the book from my column Real Life Rock Top 10, which I began writing in 1986 at the Village Voice, and has since migrated to Artforum, Salon, City Pages in Minneapolis, Interview, and the Believer, where it is as I write here. From any particular column it might be a 2) reconstructing an advertisement, a 7) quoting someone’s letter or e-mail, along with a 1) for one song from an album and a 10) for another. But as much of that conversation is in longer pieces following the way a Bob Dylan song found its way into people’s lives, real, as with “High Water” after the terrorist attacks of 2001, or fictional, as with the episode of Homicide that was not ripped from the headlines but from “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll.”


More than half of this book was written in the last thirteen years, both because that period in Bob Dylan’s career and work is infinitely interesting in its own right, and because what he’s done in those years has brought all of his previous work, heard and unheard, and all that lies behind it, back into play. There are pieces here I cannibalized in the course of writing other books, but that may have said more, or anyway something else, in their original and shorter form. There are any number of times when what I wrote was wrong—usually when I convinced myself something was better than it was—and in these pages I’m still wrong. I have edited to omit redundancies as best I could, but I haven’t gone back to make myself look smarter than I was, or for that matter to make myself look like a better writer. There are a few early pieces that are not here because they’re simply too puerile to see the light of day. But I stand behind everything that is here, even when it’s wrong—in the midst of a conversation, especially one I think many somehow knew would last their whole lives, the heat can’t always be separated from the light.


The conversation I’m speaking of ultimately goes back to Bob Dylan’s voice—his conversation with his audience, his songs, other people’s songs, and himself. It’s a conversation that has enlisted Ma Rainey and Roy Orbison, John F. Kennedy and Brigitte Bardot, Charlie Chaplin and Blind Willie McTell, Medgar Evers and Stagger Lee, Tom Paine and the Fifth Daughter on the Twelfth Night, Gene Austin and Robert Burns, Georgia Sam and Martin Luther King, Jr., Lyndon Johnson and Diamond Joe, Arthur McBride and Bill Clinton, Barack Obama and Jack-a-Roe. Finally, in that conversation, I think Bob Dylan has kept his promise. Heedlessly, haltingly, clumsily, with mastery, from Hibbing, Minnesota, to wherever he might be playing tonight, from the age of twenty, when his public life began in New York, to almost fifty years later, he has worked as if his age meant nothing and his name less. He has moved from state to state and decade to decade as if nothing was certain, as if everything was up for grabs. The conversation in and around his music has for many made life more interesting than it would have otherwise been, more fun, more frustrating, and it has raised the stakes of the lives of those who have taken part.


This is a constant, and it is a constant subject of this book, by the happenstance of pieces following one after the other over more than four decades, the left hand likely not remembering what the right hand did in any one moment, but ending up holding the same albums and singles and books and movies and letters. The constant is Bob Dylan’s voice—I mean the physical thing, what you listen to. It’s not the pitch, the tone. In the songs that come to life, whether in 1962 with “See That My Grave Is Kept Clean” or 2009 with “Forgetful Heart,” it’s the attack, the point of view, the way the voice enters a piece of music, what it does there, how it gets lost, how it gets out, how it remains the same, which is to say that voice remains unpredictable.


This is music as a game of three-card monte. It’s what happens in the curls in the words in “As I Went Out One Morning,” the heavy steps in the cadences of “Ain’t Talkin’,” when you are, suddenly, taken out of yourself, out of your house or your car or the street where you’re walking, into a place that you recognize but can’t name. It’s this ability to unsettle, to unhand the conventions by which anyone lives a life—what one expects to hear, say, be told, learn, love, or hate—that defines Bob Dylan’s voice, in the smallest and in the greatest sense. It’s the ability to bring the whole world into focus with the dramatization of a single syllable—the way the word care drops off its line in “High Water” like someone quietly stepping out of a tenth-story window, or being pushed—and that I’ve tried to follow. 
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THE LEGEND OF BLIND STEAMER TRUNK


San Francisco Express Times


24 December 1968





Raised high above the audience were three paintings done in orange and red, somehow a confusion of the masks of comedy and tragedy, now in their own spotlights. The bass player, bending his instrument into circles, was bopping all over the stage, even in motion like a still photograph of the personality of movement which is the freedom of rock ’n’ roll. The singer was flashing a red axe at the lead guitarist, sending out the last lines of “Baby Let Me Follow You Down” as he set up for the crash of notes that was sure to follow. They hit it; the two musicians whirled around the microphone, guitars only inches apart, fingers almost touching, the sounds climbing higher and up to the rafters, the roof getting in the way.


Moving out now, the singer twisted around with a grin for the crowd, the band on its own, building toward the final chorus, the singer framed by the tangles of his own hair, hands traveling fast over the red guitar:






You can do anything that you want to baby


That you want to baby


Yes, if you want to baby if you


Just don’t make me hurt!








That was Bob Dylan in the fall of 1965, over three years ago. Bob Dylan and the Hawks onstage—there’s been nothing like it before or since. Three years of memories, of waiting, scares of the end and false starts toward another chance. Will we remember the thrill of that last time? Memories turn inward and return with legends, images too big to hold.


Legends are out of sight but not quite out of mind; they never intrude, but only emerge out of the day, off the streets, out of the walls. Legends are supposed to represent the pomposity of death, but they can tell jokes, too. The legend of the sightless blues singer used to mean a lot in Berkeley; somehow that story brought people into contact with suffering and creation on the road, down the American highway, maybe to the mountain men before the beaver were trapped out of the high streams, back to Oedipus and Homer, the man who walked but couldn’t see, the man carried by his own secret knowledge.


It got to be something of a cult, and cults don’t tell jokes. People turned around and laughed at their legends, and lo, out of Blind Lemon Jefferson came Blind Joe Death and the immortal Blind Ebbets Field. New legends were appearing, though, some that at times seemed too grand to speak with, figures with an innocent grandeur that somehow made you nervous. Such was the mood one night in the old Jabberwock in Berkeley.


The place was filled and it was late, time for that ever-recurring Berkeley rumor. One guy turned to another and began it. “I heard … I heard that Dylan’s in town.” Two minutes, and everyone in the place had heard it as well. By itself, the process began to grow. “Somebody said he might show up here, don’t know yet …” Every time the door opened or closed heads turned and eyes brightened and then turned away. Before half an hour had passed the tension was almost unbearable.


Backstage, eager minds were plotting. A man stepped onto the platform. Quiet came, and he began to speak. “Tonight a very wonderful thing has happened. As some of you may know, someone who has created much of our finest music has arrived in Berkeley—a singer, a musician, a songwriter. As a special favor, he has agreed to do a song for us, but because of complications in his contract—I just can’t explain them right now—he cannot allow us to announce his name. But,” he winked, “I’m sure you all know who I mean.” It was going to happen. Everybody beamed. The announcer retreated backstage, and returned. “I’ve just learned,” he said, “that because of those complications I just mentioned, B—, I mean, he, cannot actually appear in person. But”—and there was a pause—“he will perform!”


There was a great scuffling noise. Backstage, a figure was being lowered into a huge box, harmonica in hand. Out front, the audience edged closer. The announcer moved in for the kill. “And now, since he cannot actually appear in person, since we cannot actually pronounce his name, we bring you—Blind Steamer Trunk!” The enormous box was carried onto the stage, the lid propped up, and out of the old timbers and rusty hinges came a tantalizingly brief harmonica solo in the best Dylan style. The lid plopped down and the great box was borne way into the night. Blind Steamer Trunk belonged to the ages.




Bob Dylan, “Baby Let Me Follow You Down,” on Long Distance Operator (Wanted Man bootleg, recorded Berkeley Community Theatre, 4 December 1965). An even hotter version can be found on the bootleg series volume 4: Live 1966—The “Royal Albert Hall” Concert (Columbia, 1998, recorded Manchester Free Trade Hall, 17 May 1966).
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SELF PORTRAIT NO. 25


Rolling Stone


23 July 1970 





Written and arranged by Greil Marcus


Chorus: Charles Perry, Jenny Marcus, Jann Wenner, Erik Bernstein, Ed Ward, John Burks, Ralph J. Gleason, Langdon Winner, Bruce Miroff, Richard Vaughn, and Mike Goodwin




(1)


What is this shit?





(1) Sung by a female chorus, “All the Tired Horses” is a gorgeous piece of music, perhaps the most memorable song on this album. In an older form it was “All the Pretty Horses in the Yard”; now it could serve as the theme song to any classic western. Can you hear the organ standing in between the strings and voices? Shane comes into view, and The Magnificent Seven: gunmen over the hill and out of time still got to ride. It sounds like Barbara Stanwyck in Forty Guns singing, as a matter of fact.


The beauty of this painted signpost promises what its words belie, and the song’s question becomes the listener’s: he can’t ride when the horse is asleep in the meadow.




(2)


“I don’t know if I should keep playing this,” said the disc jockey, as the album made its debut on the radio. “Nobody’s calling in and saying they want to hear it or anything … usually when something like this happens people say ‘Hey, the new Dylan album,’ but not tonight.”


Later someone called and asked for a reprise of “Blue Moon.” In the end it all came down to whether radioland really cared. The DJ kept apologizing: “If there is anyone who needs—or deserves to have his whole album played through it’s Bob Dylan.”





(2) After a false beginning comes “Alberta #1,” an old song now claimed by Dylan. One line stands out: “I’ll give you more gold than your apron can hold.” We’re still at the frontier. The harmonica lets you into the album by its nostalgia, and it’s the song’s promise that matters, not the song itself, which fades.




(3)


“What was it?” said a friend, after we’d heard thirty minutes of Self Portrait for the first time. “Were we really that impressionable back in ’65, ’66? Was it that the stuff really wasn’t that good, that this is just as good? Was it some sort of accident that made those other records so powerful, or what?


“My life was really turned around, it affected me—I don’t know if it was the records or the words or the sound or the noise—maybe the interview:


‘What is there to believe in?’ I doubt if he’d say that now, though.” We put on “Like a Rolling Stone” from Highway 61 Revisited and sat through it. “I was listening to that song five, ten times a day for the last few months, hustling my ass, getting my act together to get into school—but it’s such a drag to hear what he’s done with it …”





(3) Something like a mood collapses with the first Nashville offering, “I Forgot More Than You’ll Ever Know,” a slick exercise in vocal control that fills a bit of time. After getting closer and closer to the Country Music Capital of the World—and still keeping his distance with Nashville Skyline, one of the loveliest rock ’n’ roll albums ever made—the visitor returns to pay his compliments by recording some of their songs. How does it sound? It sounds all right. He’s sung himself into a corner. It sounds all right. Sign up the band.




(4)


GM: “It’s such an unambitious album.”


JW: “Maybe what we need most of all right now is an unambitious album from Bob Dylan.”


GM: “What we need most of all is for Dylan to get ambitious.”


JW: “It’s such a …”


GM: “… though it is a really …”


GM & JW: “… friendly album.”





(4) “Days of ’49” is a fine old ballad. Dylan’s beginning is utterly convincing, as he slips past the years of the song (listen to the vaguely bitter way he sings “But what cares I for praise?”). He fumbles as the song moves on, and the cut falls apart, despite the deep burr of the horns and the drama generated by the piano. It’s a tentative performance, a warm-up, hardly more than a work-tape. The depths of the history the song creates—out of the history of pathos Johnny Cash gave “Hardin Wouldn’t Run” (sounding like it was recorded in the shadows of an Arizona canyon) or “Sweet Betsy from Pike”—has been missed. The song is worth more effort than it was given.




(5)


“It’s hard,” he said. “It’s hard for Dylan to do anything real, shut off the way he is, not interested in the world, maybe no reason why he should be. Maybe the weight of the days is too strong. Maybe withdrawal is a choice we’d all make if we could …” One’s reminded that art doesn’t come—perhaps it’s that it can’t be heard—in times of crisis and destruction; art comes in the period of decadence that precedes a revolution, or after the deluge. It’s prelude to revolution; it’s not contemporary with it save in terms of memory.


But in the midst of it all artists sometimes move to rewrite history. That takes ambition.





(5) When you consider how imaginative the backing on Dylan records has been, the extremely routine quality of most of the music on Self Portrait can become irritating. It is so uninteresting. “Early Morning Rain” is one of the most lifeless performances on the entire album; a rather mawkish song, a stiff, well-formed-vowel vocal and a vapid instrumental track that has all the flair of canned laughter.







(6)


The Four Questions. The four sons gazed at the painting on the museum wall. “It’s a painting,” said the first son. “It’s art,” said the second. “It’s a frame,” said the third son, and he said it rather coyly. The fourth son was usually considered somewhat stupid, but he at least figured out why they’d come all the way from home to look at the thing in the first place. “It’s a signature,” he said.





(6) “In Search of Little Sadie” is an old number called “Badman’s Blunder” (or sometimes “Badman’s Ballad” and sometimes “Little Sadie”) that Dylan now claims as his own composition. As with “Days of ’49,” the song is superb—it’s these kinds of songs that seem like the vague source of the music the Band makes—and what Dylan is doing with the tune, leading it on a switchback trail, has all sorts of possibilities. But again, the vocal hasn’t been given time to develop and the song loses whatever power it might have had to offer, until the final chorus, when Bob takes off and does some real singing.


This bit about getting it all down in one or two takes only works if you get it all down. Otherwise it’s alluding to a song without really making music.




(7)


Imagine a kid in his teens responding to Self Portrait. His older brothers and sisters have been living by Dylan for years. They come home with the album and he simply cannot figure out what it’s all about. To him, Self Portrait sounds more like the stuff his parents listen to than what he wants to hear; in fact, his parents have just gone out and bought Self Portrait and given it to him for his birthday. He considers giving it back for Father’s Day.


To this kid Dylan is a figure of myth; nothing less, but nothing more. Dylan is not real and the album carries no reality. He’s never seen Bob Dylan; he doesn’t expect to; he can’t figure out why he wants to.





(7) The Everly Brothers version of “Let It Be Me” is enough to make you cry, and Bob Dylan’s version is just about enough to make you listen. For all of the emotion usually found in his singing, there is virtually none here. It is a very formal performance.




(8)


“Bob should go whole-hog and revive the Bing Crosby Look, with its emphasis on five-button, soft-shoulder, wide-collar, plaid country-club lounge jackets (Pendelton probably still makes them). And, like Der Bingle, it might do well for Dylan to work a long-stemmed briar pipe into his act, stopping every so often to light up, puff at it, raise some smoke and gaze, momentarily, toward the horizon, before launching into [this is John Burks in Rags, June 1970] the next phrase of ‘Peggy Day.’ Then, for his finale—the big ‘Blue Moon’ production number with the girls and the spotlights on the Mountains—he does a quick costume change into one of those high-collar 1920s formal shirts with the diamond-shaped bow tie, plus, of course, full length tails and the trousers with the satin stripe down the side, carnation in the buttonhole, like Dick Powell in Gold Diggers of 1933. Here comes Dylan in his tails, his briar in one hand, his megaphone in the other, strolling down the runway, smiling that toothpaste smile. ‘Like a roll-ing stone’ …”





(8) “Little Sadie” is an alternate take of “In Search of …” I bet we’re going to hear a lot of alternate takes in the coming year, especially from bands short on material who want to maintain their commercial presence without working too hard. Ordinarily, when there are no striking musical questions at stake in the clash of various attempts, alternate takes have been used as a graveyard rip-off to squeeze more bread out of the art of dead men, or merely to fill up a side. “Little Sadie” fills up the side nicely.




(9)


“It’s a high school yearbook. Color pictures this year, because there was a surplus left over from last year, more pages than usual too, a sentimental journey, ‘what we did,’ it’s not all that interesting, it’s a memento of something, there’s a place for autographs, lots of white space, nobody’s name was left out … It is June, after all.”





(9) “Woogie Boogie” is fun. The band sounds like it’s falling all over itself (or maybe slipping on its overdubs) but they hold on to the beat. There is as much of Dylan’s feel for music here as anything else on Self Portrait. If you were a producer combing through a bunch of Self Portrait tapes for something to release, you might choose “Woogie Boogie” as a single—backing “All the Tired Horses.”




(10)


Self Portrait most closely resembles the Dylan album that preceded it: Great White Wonder. The album is a two-record set masterfully assembled from an odd collection of mostly indifferent recordings made over the course of the last year, complete with alternate takes, chopped endings, loose beginnings, side comments, and all sorts of mistakes. Straight from the can to you, as it were. A bit from Nashville, a taste of the Isle of Wight since you missed it, some sessions from New York that mostly don’t make it, but dig, it’s Dylan, and if you wanted Great White Wonder and Stealin’ and John Birch and Isle of Wight and A Thousand Miles Behind, Self Portrait will surely fill the need.


I don’t think it will. It’s true that all of the bootlegs came out in the absence of new music from Dylan, but I think their release was related not to the absence of his recordings but to the absence of the man himself. We are dealing with myth, after all, and the more Dylan stays away the greater the weight attached to anything he’s done. When King Midas reached out his hand everything he touched turned to gold, it became valuable to everyone else, and Dylan still has the Midas touch even though he’d rather not reach out. It is only in the last two years that the collecting of old tapes by Dylan has become a national phenomenon, and there are many times more tapes in circulation than are represented on the bootlegs. It sometimes seems as if every public act Dylan ever made was recorded, and it is all coming together. Eventually, the bootleggers will get their hands on it. Legally, there is virtually nothing he can do to stop it.


He can head off the theft and sale of his first drafts, his secrets, and his memories only with his music. And it is the vitality of the music that is being bootlegged that is the basis of its appeal. The noise of it. Self Portrait, trait, though it’s a good imitation bootleg, isn’t nearly the music that Great White Wonder is. “Copper Kettle” is a masterpiece but “Killing Me Alive” will blow it down. Nashville Skyline and John Wesley Harding are classic albums; but no matter how good they are they lack the power of the music Dylan made in the middle sixties. Unless he returns to the marketplace, with a sense of vocation and the ambition to keep up with his own gifts, the music of those years will continue to dominate his records, whether he releases them or not. If the music Dylan makes doesn’t have the power to enter into the lives of his audience—and Self Portrait does not have that power—his audience will take over his past.





(10) Did Dylan write “Belle Isle”? Maybe he did. This is the first time I’ve felt cynical listening to a new Dylan album.




(11)


In the record industry, music is referred to as “product.” “We got Beatle product.” When the whirlwind courtship of Johnny Winter and Columbia was finally consummated everyone wanted to know when they would get product. They got product fast but it took them a while longer to get music. Self Portrait, which is already a triple gold record, the way “O Captain! My Captain!” is more famous than “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,” is the closest thing to pure product in Dylan’s career, even more so than Greatest Hits, because that had no pretensions. The purpose of Self Portrait is mainly product and the need it fills is for product—for “a Dylan album”—and make no mistake about it, the need for product is felt as deeply by those who buy it, myself included, as by those who sell it, and perhaps more so.


As a throw-together album it resembles Flowers1; but it’s totally unlike Flowers in that the album promises to be more than it is, not less. By its title alone Self Portrait makes claims for itself as the definitive Dylan album—which it may be, in a sad way—but it is still something like an attempt to delude the public into thinking they are getting more than they are, or that Self Portrait is more than it is.





(11) “Living the Blues” is a marvelous recording. All sorts of flashes of all sorts of enthusiasms spin around it: the Dovells cheering for the Bristol Stomp, Dylan shadow-boxing with Cassius Clay, Elvis smiling and sneering in Jailhouse Rock. The singing is great—listen to the way Bob fades off “deep down insyyy-hide,” stepping back and slipping in that last syllable. For the first time on this album Dylan sounds excited by the music he’s making. The rhythm section, led by the guitar and the piano that’s rolling over the most delightful rock ’n’ roll chord changes, is wonderful. The girls go through their routine and they sound—cute. Dylan shines. Give it 100.




(12)


“… various times he thought of completing his baccalaureate so that he could teach in the college and oddly enough [this is from ‘A Rimbaud Chronology’]2 of learning to play the piano. At last he went to Holland, where, in order to reach the Orient, he enlisted in the Dutch Army and sailed for Java in June of 1876. Three weeks after his arrival in Batavia [Charles Perry: ‘We know Dylan was the Rimbaud of his generation; it seems he’s found his Abyssinia’] he deserted, wandered among the natives of the jungle and soon signed on a British ship for Liverpool. After a winter at home he went to Hamburg, joined a circus as interpreter-manager to tour the northern countries, but the cold was too much for him and he was repatriated from Sweden, only to leave home again, this time for Alexandria. Again, illness interrupted his travels and he was put off the ship in Italy and spent a year recovering on the farm at Roche. In 1878 he was in Hamburg again, trying to reach Genoa to take a ship for the East. Once more he tried to cross the Alps on foot but in a snowstorm he almost perished. Saved by monks in a Hospice, he managed to reach Genoa and sail to Alexandria, where he worked as a farm laborer for a while. In Suez, where he was stopped on his way to Cyprus, he was employed as a ship-breaker to plunder a ship wrecked on the dangerous coast at Guardafui. Most of the first half of 1879 he worked as a foreman in a desert quarry on Cyprus, and went home in June to recover from typhoid fever.”3





(12) “Like a Rolling Stone”—Dylan’s greatest song. He knows it, and so do we. Not only that, but the greatest song of our era, on that single, on Highway 61 Revisited, on the tape of a British performance with the Hawks in 1966. If one version is better than the other it’s like Robin Hood splitting his father’s arrow.


1965: “Alright. We’ve done it. Dig it. If you can. If you can take it. Like a complete unknown, can you feel that?”


We could, and Bob Dylan took over. All that’s come since goes back to the bid for power that was “Like a Rolling Stone.”


“Can you keep up with this train?” The train no longer runs; I suppose it depends on where your feet are planted.


Dylan from the Isle of Wight is blowing his lines, singing country flat, up and down, getting through the song somehow, almost losing the whole mess at the end of the second verse. You don’t know whether he dropped the third verse because he didn’t want to sing it or because he forgot it. It’s enough to make your speakers wilt.


Self Portrait enforces or suggests a quiet sound. “Like a Rolling Stone” isn’t “Blue Moon” but since most of Self Portrait is more like “Blue Moon” than “Like a Rolling Stone,” and since it is a playable album that blends together, you set the volume low. But if you play this song loud—very loud, until it distorts and rumbles—you’ll find the Band is still playing as hard as they can, for real. Their strength is cut in half by the man who recorded it, but volume will bring it back up.


Some of “Like a Rolling Stone” is still there. A splendid beginning, announcing a conquest: Levon Helm beating his drums over the Band’s Motown March (ba-bump barrummmp, ba-bump barrrummmp), smashing his cymbals like the glass-breaking finale of a car crash; and best of all, Garth Hudson finding the spirit of the song and holding it firm on every chorus. Near the end when the pallid vocalizing is done with, Dylan moves back to the song and he and the Band begin to stir a frenzy that ends with a crash of metal and Bob’s shout: “JUST LIKE A ROLLING STONE!” There is something left.


1965: “BAM! Once upon a time …” The song assaults you with a deluge of experience and the song opens up the abyss. “And just how far would you like to go in?” “Not too far but just far enough so’s we can say we’ve been there.” That wasn’t good enough. “When you gaze into the abyss, the abyss looks back at you.” It peered out through “This Wheel’s on Fire” and “All Along the Watchtower,” but it seems Dylan has stepped back from its edge.


The abyss is hidden away now, like the lost mine of a dead prospector. “Like a Rolling Stone,” as we hear it now, is like a fragment of a faded map leading back to that lost mine.







(13)


I once said I’d buy an album of Dylan breathing heavily. I still would. But not an album of Dylan breathing softly.





(13) Why does “Copper Kettle” shine (it even sounds like a hit record) when so many other cuts hide in their own dullness? Why does this performance evoke all kinds of experience when most of Self Portrait is so one-dimensional and restrictive? Why does “Copper Kettle” grow on you while the other songs disappear?


Like “All the Tired Horses,” it’s gorgeous. There are those tiny high notes punctuating the song in the mood of an old Buddy Holly ballad or “The Three Bells” by the Browns, and that slipstream organ, so faint you can barely hear it—you don’t hear it, really, but you are aware of it in the subtlest way. There is the power and the real depth of the song itself, that erases our Tennessee truck-stop postcard image of moonshining and moves in with a vision of nature, an ideal of repose, and a sense of rebellion that goes back to the founding of the country. “We ain’t paid no whiskey tax since 1792,” Bob sings, and that goes all the way back—they passed the whiskey tax in 1791. It’s a song about revolt as a vocation, not revolution, merely refusal. Old men hiding out in mountain valleys, keeping their own peace. (The old moonshiners are sitting around a stove in Thunder Road, trying to come up with an answer to the mobsters that are muscling in on the valley they’ve held since the Revolution. “Blaf sprat muglmmph ruurrp ffft,” says one. The audience stirs, realizing they can’t understand his Appalachian dialect. “If you’d take that tobacco plug out of your mouth, Jed,” says another whiskey man, “maybe we could understand what you said.”)


What matters is Bob’s singing. He’s been the most inventive singer of the last ten years, creating his language of stress, fitting five words into a line of ten and ten into a line of five, shoving the words around and opening up spaces for noise and silence that through assault or seduction or the gift of good timing made room for expression and emotion. Every vocal was a surprise. You couldn’t predict what it would sound like. The song itself, the structure of the song, was barely a clue. The limits were there to be evaded. On “Copper Kettle” that all happens, and it is noticeable because this is the only time on Self Portrait that it happens.


“Not all great poets—like Wallace Stevens—are great singers,” Dylan said a year ago. “But a great singer—like Billie Holiday—is always a great poet.” That sort of poetry—and it’s that sort of poetry that made Dylan seem like a poet—is all there on “Copper Kettle,” in the way Bob changes into the lines “… or ROTTEN wood …” fading into a quieted “they’ll get you—by the smoke …” The fact that the rest of the album lacks the grace of “Copper Kettle” isn’t a matter of the album being different or new. It’s a matter of the music having power, or not having it.




(14, 15, 16)


“… very successful in terms of money. Dylan’s concerts in the past have been booked by his own firm, Ashes and Sand, rather than [this is from Rolling Stone, December 7, 1968] private promoters. Promoters are now talking about a ten-city tour with the possibility of adding more dates, according to Variety.


“Greta Garbo may also come out of retirement to do a series of personal appearances. The Swedish film star who wanted only ‘to be alone’ after continued press invasions of her life is rumored to be considering a series of lavish stage shows, possibly with Dylan …”


And we’d just sit there and stare.





(14) “Gotta Travel On.” Dylan sings “Gotta Travel On.”




 





(15) We take “Blue Moon” for a joke, a stylized apotheosis of corn, or further musical evidence of Dylan’s retreat from the pop scene. But back on Elvis’s first album, there is another version of “Blue Moon,” a deep and moving performance that opens up the possibilities of the song and reveals the failure of Dylan’s recording.


Hoofbeats, vaguely aided by a string bass and guitar, form the background to a vocal that blows a cemetery wind across the lines of the song. Elvis moves back and forth with a high phantom wail, singing the part that fiddler Doug Kershaw plays on Dylan’s version, Elvis finally answering himself with a dark murmur that fades into silence. “It’s a revelation,” said a friend. “I can’t believe it.”


There is nothing banal about “Blue Moon.” In formal musical terms, Dylan’s performance is virtually a cover of Elvis’s recording, but while one man sings toward the song, the other sings from behind it, from the other side.




 





(16) “The Boxer.” Remember Paul Simon’s “How I was Robert Mac-Namared into Submission,” or whatever it was called, with that friendly line, “I forgot my harmonica, Albert”? Or Eric Anderson’s “The Hustler”? Maybe this number means “no hard feelings.” Jesus, is it awful.




(17)


Before going into the studio to set up the Weathermen, he wrote the Yippies’ first position paper, although it took Abbie Hoffman a few years to find it and Jerry Rubin had trouble reading it. A quote:


“I’m gonna grow my hair down to my feet so strange till I look like a walking mountain range then I’m gonna ride into Omaha on a horse out to the country club and the golf course carrying a New York Times shoot a few holes blow their minds.”


“Dylan’s coming,” said Lang.4


“Ah, you’re full of shit” [said Abbie Hoffman in his Woodstock Nation], “he’s gonna be in England tonight, don’t pull that shit on me.”


“Nah, I ain’t kiddin’, Abby-baby, he called up and said he might come …”


“You think he’d dig running for president?”


“Nah, that ain’t his trip he’s into something else.”


“You met him, Mike? What he into?”


“I don’t know for sure but it ain’t exactly politics. You ever met him?”


“Yeah, once about seven years ago in Gertie’s Folk City down in the West Village. I was trying to get him to do a benefit for civil rights or something … hey Mike will you introduce us? I only know about meetin’ him through Happy Traum …”


“There’s an easier way … Abbs … I’ll introduce you. In fact he wants to meet you …”


Would Self Portrait make you want to meet Dylan? No? Perhaps it’s there to keep you away?





(17) “The Mighty Quinn” sounds as if it was a gas to watch. It’s pretty much of a mess on record, and the sound isn’t all that much better than the bootleg. The Isle of Wight concert was originally planned as an album, and it’s obvious why it wasn’t released as such—on tape, it sounded bad. The performances were mostly clumsy or languid and all together would have made a lousy record. Two of the songs had something special about them, on the evidence of the bootleg, though neither of them made it onto Self Portrait. One was “Highway 61 Revisited,” where Bob and the Band screamed like Mexican tour guides hustling customers for a run down the road: “OUT ON HIGHWAY SIXTY-ONE!” The other was “It Ain’t Me Babe.” Dylan sang solo, playing guitar like a lyric poet, transforming the song with a new identity, sweeping in and out of the phrases and the traces of memory. He sounded something like Billie Holiday.




(18)


It’s certainly an odd self portrait: other people’s songs and the songs of a few years ago. If the title is serious, Dylan no longer cares much about making music and would just as soon define himself on someone else’s terms. There is a curious move toward self-effacement: Dylan removing himself from a position from which he is asked to exercise power. It’s rather like the Duke of Windsor abdicating the throne. After it’s over he merely goes away, and occasionally there’ll be a picture of him getting on a plane somewhere.





(18) “Take Me as I Am or Let Me Go.” The Nashville recordings of Self Portrait, taken together, may not be all that staggering but they are pleasant—a sentimental little country melodrama. If the album had been cut to “Tired Horses” at the start and “Wigwam” at the end, with the Nashville tracks sleeping in between, we’d have a good record about which no one would have gotten very excited one way or the other, a kind of musical disappearing act. But the Artist must make a Statement, be he Bob Dylan, the Beach Boys, or Tommy James and the Shondells. He must enter the studio and come out with that masterpiece. If he doesn’t, or hasn’t bothered, there’ll be at least an attempt to make it look as if he has. If Dylan were releasing more music than he’s been—say, a single three times a year, an album every six months or so—then the weight that fixes itself on whatever he does release would be lessened. But the pattern is set now, for the biggest stars—one a year, if that. It’s rather degrading for an artist to put out more than one album a year, as if he has to keep trying, you know? Well, three cheers for John Fogerty.




(19)


Because of what happened in the middle sixties, our fate is bound up with Dylan’s whether he or we like it or not. Because Highway 61 Revisited changed the world, the albums that follow it must—but not in the same way.





(19) “Take a Message to Mary”: the backing band didn’t seem to care much about the song, but Dylan did. My ten-year-old nephew thought “It Hurts Me Too” sounded fake but he was sure this was for real.




(20)


Ralph J. Gleason: “There was this cat Max Kaminsky talks about in his autobiography who stole records. He stole one from Max. He had to have them, you know? Just had to have them. Once he got busted because he heard this record on a juke box and shoved his fist through the glass of the box trying to get the record out.


“We all have records we’d steal for, that we need that bad. But would you steal this record? You wouldn’t steal this record.”


You wouldn’t steal Self Portrait? It wouldn’t steal you either. Perhaps that’s the real tragedy, because Dylan’s last two albums were art breaking and entering into the house of the mind.





(20) Songwriting can hardly be much older than song-stealing. It’s part of the tradition. It may even be more honorable than outright imitation; at least it’s not as dull.


Early in his career, Bob Dylan, like every other musician on the street with a chance to get off it, copped one or two old blues or folk songs, changed a word or two, and copyrighted them (weirdest of all was claiming “That’s All Right,” which was Elvis’s first record, and written—or at least written down—by Arthur Crudup). Dylan also used older ballads for the skeletons of his own songs: “Bob Dylan’s Dream” is a recasting of “Lord Franklin’s Dream”; “I Dreamed I Saw St. Augustine” finds its way back to “I Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill.” “Pledging My Time” has the structure, the spirit, and a line from Robert Johnson’s “Come on in My Kitchen”; “Don’t the moon look lonesome, shining through the trees,” is a quote from an old Jimmy Rushing blues. “Subterranean Homesick Blues” comes off of Chuck Berry’s “Too Much Monkey Business.” This is a lovely way to write, and to invite, history, and it is part of the beauty and inevitability of American music. But while Dylan may have added a few words to “It Hurts Me Too,” from where he sits, it’s simply wrong to claim this old blues, recorded by Elmore James for one, as his own. That Self Portrait is characterized by borrowing, lifting, and plagiarism simply means Bob will get a little more money and thousands of people will get a phony view of their own history.




(21, 22)


That splendid frenzy, the strength of new values in the midst of some sort of musical behemoth of destruction, the noise, the power—the totality of it! So you said, well, all right, there it is …


The mythical immediacy of everything Dylan does and the relevance of that force to the way we live our lives is rooted in the three albums and the two unforgettable singles he released in 1965 and 1966: Bringing It All Back Home, Highway 61 Revisited, and Blonde on Blonde, “Like a Rolling Stone,” and “Subterranean Homesick Blues.” Those records defined and structured a crucial year—no one has ever caught up with them and most likely no one ever will. What happened then is what we always look for. The power of those recordings and of the music Dylan was making on stage, together with his retreat at the height of his career, made Dylan into a legend and virtually changed his name into a noun. Out of that Dylan gained the freedom to step back and get away with anything he chose to do, commercially and artistically. The fact that more than a year now separates one album from another heightens their impact, regardless of how much less they have to offer than the older albums which established this matrix of power in the first place. In a real way, Dylan is trading on the treasure of myth, fame, and awe he gathered in ’65 and ’66. In mythical terms, he doesn’t have to do good, because he has done good. One wonders, in mythical terms of course, how long he can get away with it.





(21) “Minstrel Boy” is the best of the Isle of Wight cuts; it rides easy.




 





(22) The Band plays pretty on “She Belongs to Me” and Dylan runs through the vocal the way he used to hurry through the first half of a concert, getting the crowd-pleasers out of the way so that he could play the music that mattered. Garth Hudson has the best moment of the song.




(23)


Vocation as a Vocation. Dylan is, if he wants to be, an American with a vocation. It might almost be a calling—the old Puritan idea of a gift one should live up to—but it’s not, and vocation is strong enough.


There is no theme richer for an American artist than the spirit and the themes of the country and the country’s history. We have never figured out what this place is about or what it is for, and the only way to even begin to answer those questions is to watch our movies, read our poets, our novelists, and listen to our music. Robert Johnson and Melville, Hank Williams and Hawthorne, Bob Dylan and Mark Twain, Jimmie Rodgers and John Wayne. America is the life’s work of the American artist because he is doomed to be an American. Dylan has a feel for it; his impulses seem to take him back into the forgotten parts of our history, and even on Self Portrait there is a sense of this—he’s almost on the verge of writing a western. But it’s an ambitious vocation and there is not enough of that, only an impulse without the determination to follow it up.


Dylan has a vocation if he wants it; his audience may refuse to accept his refusal unless he simply goes away. In the midst of that vocation there might be something like Hamlet asking questions, old questions, with a bit of magic to them; but hardly a prophet, merely a man with good vision.





(23) “Wigwam” slowly leads the album to its end. Campfire music, or “3 A.M., After the Bullfight.” It’s a great job of arranging, and the B-side of the album’s second natural single, backing “Living the Blues.” “Wigwam” puts you to bed, and by that I don’t mean it puts you to sleep.




(24)


Self Portrait, the Auteur, and Home Movies. “Auteur” means, literally, author, and in America the word has come to signify a formula about films: movies (like books), are made by authors, i.e., directors. This has led to a dictum which tends to affirm the following: movies are about the personality of the director. We should judge a movie in terms of how well the auteur has developed his personality in relation to previous films. His best film is that which most fully presents the flowering of his personality. Needless to say such an approach requires a devotion to mannerism, quirk, and self-indulgence. It also turns out that the greatest auteurs are those with the most consistent, obvious, and recognizable mannerisms, quirks, and self-indulgences. By this approach Stolen Kisses is a better film than Jules and Jim because in Stolen Kisses there is nothing to look for but Truffaut while in Jules and Jim there was this story and those actors who kept getting in the way. The spirit of the auteur approach can be transferred to other arts, and by its dictum Self Portrait is a better album than Highway 61 Revisited, because Self Portrait is about the auteur, that is, Dylan, and Highway 61 Revisited takes on the world, which tends to get in the way. (Highway 61 Revisited might well be about Dylan too, but it’s more obvious on Self Portrait, and therefore more relevant to Art, and … please don’t ask about the music, really …)


Now, Dylan has been approached this way for years, whether or not the word was used, and while in the end it may be the least interesting way to listen to his music it’s occasionally a lot of fun and a game that many of us have played (for example, on “Days of ’49” Dylan sings the line “just like a roving sign” and I just can’t help almost hearing him say “just like a rolling stone” and wondering if he avoided that on purpose). One writer, named Alan Weberman, has devoted his life to unraveling Dylan’s songs in order to examine the man himself; just as every artist once had his patron, now it seems every auteur has his critic.





(24) Self Portrait is a concept album from the cutting room floor. It has been constructed so artfully, but as a cover-up, not a revelation. Thus “Alberta #2” is the end, after a false ending, just as “Alberta #1” was the beginning, after a false beginning. The song moves quickly, and ends abruptly. These alternate takes don’t just fill up a side, they set up the whole album, and it works, in a way, because I think it’s mainly the four songs fitted in at the edges that make the album a playable record. With a circle you tend to see the line that defines it, rather than the hole in the middle.




(25)


Self Portrait, the Auteur, and Home Movies, con’t. We all play the auteur game: we went out and bought Self Portrait not because we knew it was great music—it might have been but that’s not the first question we’d ask—but because it was a Dylan album. What we want, though, is a different matter—and that’s what separates most people from auteurists—we want great music, and because of those three albums back in ’65 and ’66, we expect it, or hope for it.


I wouldn’t be dwelling on this but for my suspicion that it is exactly a perception of this approach that is the justification for the release of Self Portrait, to the degree that it is justified artistically (the commercial justification is something else—self-justification). The auteur approach allows the great artist to limit his ambition, and turn it inward. To be crude, it begins to seem as if it is his habits that matter, rather than his vision. If we approach art in this fashion, we degrade it. Take that second song on John Wesley Harding, “As I Went Out One Morning,” and two ways of hearing it.


Weberman has determined a fixed meaning for the song: it relates to a dinner given years ago by the Emergency Civil Liberties Committee at which they awarded Bob Dylan their Thomas Paine prize. Dylan showed up, said a few words about how it was possible to understand how Lee Harvey Oswald felt, and got booed. “As I Went Out One Morning,” according to Weberman, is Dylan’s way of saying he didn’t dig getting booed.


I sometimes hear the song as a brief journey into American history; the singer out for a walk in the park, finding himself next to a statue of Tom Paine, and stumbling across an allegory: Tom Paine, symbol of freedom and revolt, co-opted into the role of Patriot by textbooks and statue committees, and now playing, as befits his role as Patriot, enforcer to a girl who runs for freedom—in chains, to the south, the source of vitality in America, in America’s music—away from Tom Paine. We have turned our history on its head; we have perverted our own myths.


Now it would be astonishing if what I’ve just described were on Dylan’s mind when he wrote the song. That’s not the point. The point is that Dylan’s songs can serve as metaphors, enriching our lives, giving us random insight into the myths we carry and the present we live, intensifying what we’ve known and leading us toward what we never looked for, while at the same time enforcing an emotional strength upon those perceptions by the power of the music that moves with the words. Weberman’s way of hearing, or rather seeing, is more logical, more linear, and perhaps even more correct, but it’s sterile. Mine is not an answer but a possibility, and I think Dylan’s music is about possibilities rather than facts, like a statue that is not an expenditure of city funds but a gateway to a vision.


If we are to be satisfied with Self Portrait we may have to see it in the sterile terms of the auteur, which in our language would be translated as “Hey, far out, Dylan singing Simon and Garfunkel, Rodgers and Hart, and Gordon Lightfoot …” Well, it is far out, in a sad sort of way, but it is also vapid, and if our own untaught perception of the auteur allows us to be satisfied with it, we degrade our own sensibilities and Dylan’s capabilities as an American artist as well. Dylan did not become a force whose every movement carries the force of myth by presenting desultory images of his own career as if that was the only movie that mattered—he did it by taking on the world with assault, and by seduction.


In an attack on the auteur approach, as it relates to film, the actress Louise Brooks quotes an old dictionary, and the quote reveals the problem: “The novel [the film]”—the song—“is a subjective epic composition in which the author begs leave to treat the world according to his own point of view. It is only a question, therefore, whether he has a point of view. The rest will take care of itself.”







Bob Dylan, Self Portrait (Columbia, 1970).


———. Great White Wonder (1969). The first Dylan bootleg: a two-record set comprised of songs taped in Minnesota in 1961, radio shows from the early 1960s, basement tape numbers, and even a TV performance of “Living the Blues.”


Elvis Presley, “Blue Moon” (1955, first issued on Elvis Presley, RCA, 1956), collected on Sunrise (RCA, 1999).


Louise Brooks, in Kevin Brownlow, The Parade’s Gone By … New York: Knopf, 1969, 364. 









1 The album the Rolling Stones cobbled together in 1967, during the Summer of Love (“Be Sure to Wear Flowers in Your Hair”), in order to have something on the market in the face of the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper juggernaut.







2 Included in Arthur Rimbaud, A Season in Hell and The Drunken Boat. New York: New Directions Press, 1946, 1961. xvi.







3 Playboy, March 1966: “PLAYBOY: Mistake or not, what made you decide to go the rock-’n’-roll route? DYLAN: Carelessness. I lost my one true love. I started drinking. The first thing I know, I’m in a card game. Then I’m in a crap game. I wake up in a pool hall. Then this big Mexican lady drags me off the table, takes me to Philadelphia. She leaves me alone in her house, and it burns down. I wind up in Phoenix. I get a job as a Chinaman. I start working in a dime store, and move in with a 13-year-old girl. Then this big Mexican lady from Philadelphia comes in and burns the house down. I go down to Dallas. I get a job as a “before” in a Charles Atlas “before and after” ad. I move in with a delivery boy who can cook fantastic chili and hot dogs. Then this 13-year-old girl from Phoenix comes and burns the house down. The delivery boy—he ain’t so mild: He gives her the knife, and the next thing I know I’m in Omaha. It’s so cold there, by this time I’m robbing my own bicycles and frying my own fish. I stumble onto some luck and get a job as a carburetor out at the hot-rod races every Thursday night. I move in with a high school teacher who also does a little plumbing on the side, who ain’t much to look at, but who’s built a special kind of refrigerator that can turn newspaper into lettuce. Everything’s going good until that delivery boy shows up and tries to knife me. Needless to say, he burned the house down, and I hit the road. The first guy that picked me up asked me if I wanted to be a star. What could I say? PLAYBOY: And that’s how you became a rock-’n’-roll singer? DYLAN: No, that’s how I got tuberculosis.” I couldn’t resist.







4 Michael Lang, one of the organizers of the 1969 Woodstock festival.

























NEW MORNING


New York Times


15 November 1970





Bob Dylan’s New Morning is his best album in years, a set of twelve new songs that hide their real power to move the listener within the bright pop flash of entertainment.


Many of the songs seem to have been made up on the spot, with confidence in the ability of first-rate musicians to move in any direction at any time. “I know you’re gonna think this song is just a riff,” Bob sang five years ago, being careful to add, “unless you’ve been inside a tunnel and fell down sixty-nine, seventy feet over a barbed wire fence.” The riffs, inventions, and studio jams of New Morning have their own personality—not the repose of Nashville Skyline or the seeming indifference of much of Self Portrait, but the full joy of anticipating the right move and the exhilaration of hitting it square and bouncing off a chord into a new lyric.


The more carefully worked out songs—“Went to See the Gypsy” and “Sign in the Window” in particular—are deceptive, because they, too, maintain the listener’s sense of the album as a work of effortless music. These songs appear obvious, and while they are not, one is still quite free to hear them as if they were.


New Morning is fun to listen to. Dylan has never sung with such flair. The record has its own sound, a rich, open rock ’n’ roll combination of Dylan’s piano, Al Kooper’s organ, girl singers, two or three snappy guitars, and some fine hotshot drumming.


The musicians as a group are at their best on the title song, playing hard rock. The surprising toughness of the cut—which in other hands might have been (and probably will be) just another bland hymn to optimism—results not from dump-truck heaviness but from perfect timing, a jolt of pure excitement near the end of the number, and from Bob’s singing. As the lyrics give us a pretty picture, Dylan sings out the last word or two with a hard-edged vengeance, not submitting to the obvious way to sing the song, but intensifying the simple enthusiasm of the number with such firm determination that a whole conversation of emotions comes into play.


One aspect of this album’s distinction is its masterful organization. The songs speak to each other, sometimes working partly as cues for or comments on numbers that precede or follow. The first cut, “If Not for You,” acts like the hook line of a single, breaking the ice with its gaiety. Dylan’s harmonica moves in, just this once, like Alfred Hitchcock in a walk-on, offering a bit of familiarity. The frolic of the song disarms the listener’s inevitably apprehensive stance (“Hmmmmm, what’s this one going to be?”) and creates a space of easy freedom for both Dylan and his fans.


In this kind of mood, you can either tune in on all the neat comments Bob is making about his honorary degree in the second song, “Day of the Locusts,” or simply enjoy the fact that he’s singing his head off.


The cut ends with an escape to the Black Hills of Dakota and the next opens up with the singer quietly celebrating the slow-passing time up in the mountains. This sort of correspondence, or the two casual references to catching fish, or the various place names that appear throughout the album (Utah, Las Vegas, Minnesota, Montana, California) give the album its own reality without forcing the songs into a logical pattern.


When the album ends, with two religious inventions—the first a spoken paragraph of what sounds like a TV preacher’s sermon, the second a ghostly Calvinistic rumble—one finds that, again, the songs comment on each other, as the Oral Roberts corn of the last strains of “Three Angels” (“But does anyone hear the music they play? Does anyone even try?”) is undercut by the stern testament of “Father of Night.” After a bit, the two songs begin to fade into each other, each gains in interest, and the joke of “Three Angels” takes on a little of the force of “Father of Night.” New Morning, as an album, has a context from which each song grows but to which no song submits.


This is an American album with a western impulse (“Movin’ west,” as we used to say), and “Sign on the Window” may lie at the heart of New Morning. “Sign on the Window” is the richest of the twelve songs and perhaps the best recording Dylan has ever made. His versatile piano work lies beneath much of the album; here, he’s playing mostly by himself. The band and the girls move in briefly between verses, but it’s Dylan’s performance:






Her and her boyfriend went to California


Her and her boyfriend done change their tune


My best friend said now didn’t I warn ya …








“Sign on the Window” is the other side of “Sweet Betsy from Pike,” in a way, the tale of the man who didn’t get to make the trip. One can see the singer, drunk in a town somewhere east of the Mississippi, as his isolation deepens into exclusion. “Sure gonna be wet tonight on Main Street,” goes a line, and the power of Dylan’s singing and of his piano makes that feel like the best line he ever wrote. Gonna be wet tonight on Main Street, but you know, there’s nowhere else to be.


Dylan plays out the emotion of the song on his piano. “Build me a cabin in Utah,” he sings as it ends. “Marry me a wife, catch rainbow trout … That must be what it’s all about.” It’s certain that these last lines will be hailed as Bob Dylan’s new message to us all, but they’re hardly that. When a wife and a trout stream settle easily on the same plane, that’s not a way of life but the ease of a dream. A cabin in Utah is the sort of dream one needs when it’s gonna be wet tonight on Main Street, when fantasy is set against experience.


Rather than “What it’s all about” or even what this one song is all about, it’s that old American urge, that old half-question: “There must be a place that’s open, yet …” How far west do you have to go to be free? It’s a very great song, a love song moving west on the first American dream.




*





This fine album comes only a few months after Dylan’s mostly unsuccessful Self Portrait. Not only does New Morning rock with the vitality that Self Portrait lacks, but Dylan’s decision to release a new record without the usual year’s wait is in itself an act of vitality. One of the functions of rock ’n’ roll is the disruption of cultural patterns, and, by extension, of rock ’n’ roll patterns. Dylan has, to some degree, broken the rule of reserve that seems to have been governing his career, and in doing so he has brought some life back to the rock ’n’ roll scene.


In the last year or so, the rock ’n’ roll audience has become fragmented, as the music lost that public character that comes out of our common participation in the event on which the music of the ’60s was founded—the Beatles. One man’s meat may be another man’s poison, but we gave that line the lie back in 1965, when the Beatles, the Stones, and Bob Dylan revealed the making of a common imagination accessible to each of us. Now that Captain Beefheart fans sneer at the legions of Led Zeppelin, who sneer right back, Dylan is offering an album of humor and depth, and it may well be accepted as a gift by almost all of the audience, as something to be held in common and as something to be shared.


As the lines and phrases of New Morning pass into our speech, we may find that Bob Dylan’s remarkable new songs not only speak to us, but give us the means by which we can, for a time, speak among ourselves.




Bob Dylan, New Morning (Columbia, 1970).



















WATCHING THE RIVER FLOW


Creem


October 1971





Lately it’s been difficult to tell the commercials from the hits, and it’s not because the commercials are getting any better. The summer charts are ghastly and almost every slot in the top ten is filled by some hokey Hollywood production number with a trick chorus line.


But now Bob Dylan, the Who, and Creedence all have new singles: “Watching the River Flow,” “Won’t Get Fooled Again,” and “Sweet Hitch-Hiker.”


Dylan’s seems like the best.


It’s getting the least airplay.


I’m not sure why this is so—it may be simply because it doesn’t have that creepy Hollywood sound—but I have the feeling Dylan outsmarted himself on this one. “Watching the River Flow” is nothing fancy, good beat, good humor, good AM noise. But as with most of Dylan’s records, there’s more here than there seems to be—and the first impression turns out to be a joke on the listener.


But that only works if the listener is forced to hear the record often enough to get beyond the first impression. In this case, the first impression is that Bob Dylan is setting up the usual private scene: “I’ll sit here and watch the river flow.” Well, that’s certainly a boring idea. It’s the implicit message of just about everything James Taylor has ever written, whole bands are being built around the basic sentiment, and people are eating it up when they can get it cheap—that is, implicitly—but maybe they don’t want it when they have to pay for it, in a confrontation with an explicit statement of withdrawal that can be so easily reversed into the mirror image of their own.


Then there’s the probability that one of the reasons people listen to Dylan is that he usually seems to be ahead of the game in some way, and to hear his music and his songs is to get some idea of what’s going on and what’s going to happen, in music and in musical communication. And there are those hopes for a more obscure and tantalizing sort of intelligence that never seem to go away. But if Dylan is merely riding a trend, even if he started it, a good part of his charisma automatically cancels itself out.


And then, in a completely general sort of context, there are the curious rumors about Dylan’s private life, which are, yes, a matter of his own business, and also public property—if you know about them you can’t very well lobotomize yourself into forgetting them: support for the Jewish Defense League, trips to Israel, putting up office buildings with Dick Cavett. None of this stuff may be true, but it’s all in the air, and like those stories about a young Bob Dylan running away from home every month or so, it doesn’t much matter if they’re true or not. You don’t make a rational separation between True and False when you hear a record, you just hear it, and its sound combines with the grapevine into pop. And in this case that adds up to Dylan as this strange one-man model of how to make up for one’s wild and odious youth. Sort of missing the point, as Stu Cook of Creedence Clearwater put it, that we all get to be thirty someday, we’re going to be thirty, not the people who were thirty when people first began to worry about such things. Or, as someone put it to a friend of mine when he took over a fancy magazine: “You are them.” Don’t we remember how we were all supposed to stop liking rock ’n’ roll when we turned eighteen?


We don’t have to believe this stuff anymore; we have to learn how to act out its negation. We have to make being thirty in the seventies and eighties as different as being twenty in the sixties was from being twenty in the fifties. So I wonder about Bob Dylan, who seems to be working in the opposite direction. Can we trust this guy?


The first impression one gets from “Watching the River Flow” doesn’t even raise this question, because that first impression is so bland. “I’ll just sit here and watch the river flow.” The music is really quite nice but it sounds like the cut that was left off the first Leon Russell album because it was too pat. The guitar playing is good but you can hear it coming, and when it comes it sounds just like you expected it would. As a musical composition the song is an extension of “One More Weekend,” which came out of “Leopard-Skin Pill-Box Hat.” Everything about the music is well done, all of it is familiar, and none of it is very exciting. It’s as deeply a part of a trend as anything could be. I can’t recall another Dylan record that had music with such a complete absence of his musical personality. Even on Self Portrait, maybe especially there, one was part of a certain realm of Dylan music, inimitable and unrepeatable, and this is Russell music, and not even because he plays on the record. The lack of Dylan’s presence in the sound or the style of the band here is another element in the record’s blandness—one of the things that’s exciting about a Dylan record is that it’s a Dylan record! and there’s no Dylan in this music. I think that’s another reason why it isn’t getting played much, why people don’t seem to care whether they hear it or not.


Contrasted to the good Leon Russell music, though, is another new Dylan voice—humorous, in its manner paternal, wise as hell, and very hip. Not only is Dylan contrasting his vocal sound to Russell’s sound, it’s a sound we haven’t heard before. You don’t hear it right away, not the DJs giving the record those first few tentative plays to see if anyone calls in in response and then dropping it when nobody does, and not the Dylan fans who wouldn’t dream of calling up a Top 40 station and talking to one of those platter-chattering squares they hire.


The song itself has nervous words that are turned into a joke by the way Dylan sings them. People are fighting and breaking down right in the street and the singer is pacing back and forth trying to find some way to deal with it all. “Daylight’s sneakin’ through the window and I’m still in this all-night café” (and that’s songwriting—look at how much he gets into one line). He’s bored out of his mind by this river bank that for some reason holds him with its own obscure inertia.


You thought I hadn’t noticed, huh? You thought while I was learning Hebrew I forgot how to speak English?






People disagreein’ on just about everything, yep


Makes ya stop and, wonduh why








Or this way:






People disagreein’ everywhere ya look


Makes ya wanna stop and, uh, read a book!








Wow, says the voice, I rhymed it!


Hmmm. Rock ’n’ roll is fun. I’d almost forgotten.


Dylan is still working on his myth of retirement and withdrawal, which from a different perspective is simply the problem of the private artist and art that seeks to make itself completely public. There’s very little slack in his songs these days; they are perfectly controlled little statements, not so much about where Bob Dylan’s head is at as about where he thinks the possibilities of staking out your own ground lie; how you deal with the world without being captured by it. The leitmotif of New Morning was that “12th Avenue bus moving west,” and again and again the songs addressed the same problem: escape. The whole album moves west, but it never really gets there. That, in the end, is what makes it so American. The only way to keep the West from turning into what you left it for is not to go. Then the dream still means something.


Good humor turns sour. If one scene comes down too strong you can split back to the place where you were born and see what it looks like, but it’s not only that you can’t go home again—who would want to? Then dreams take over. You can always get away for a weekend—assuming the babysitter’s free—but “Sign on the Window” isn’t about a second honeymoon, it’s about a second life. Does the smelly 12th Avenue bus pull up at a trout stream in Utah? But that cabin, wife and kids, fish and a big sky—that’s a powerful dream. Its power, rather than its irrelevance, was most likely the thing that made so many of us critics deny it so quickly, as if we were overjoyed that the bus never really left New York. Nothing was resolved, but plenty was revealed.


Now Dylan is looking at it all from the other side, rocking a little harder, singing a little louder, playing the fading image of the country gentleman against the older one of the city boy, the memory of the flaming youth against the puzzled father. His songs, it seems, are about growing up without growing away—from his audience as well as from his own past—the possibilities of change without betrayal. Dylan is smart enough to have always been aware that there are real questions as to whether or not those things are possible. There’s little question that he lacks the answer and even less that he’s interested in looking for one.


But Dylan’s manipulation of his own themes—themes that he has appropriated and made his own—brings up strange problems that even he may have missed, like how to make a hit record. I think the most interesting thing about “Watching the River Flow” is that it isn’t a hit, and why not. In this case, my guess is that the time has passed when people are interested in hearing Bob Dylan say he’ll just sit there and watch the river flow, and even though that’s not quite what he’s saying, it is what people hear. If they are too impatient to hear him contradict himself, it may be because Dylan is becoming a victim of his own subtlety. I think the time has come when Dylan has to conquer the audience all over again, if he wants to have one. And I hope he’s interested in trying that.




Bob Dylan, “Watching the River Flow” (Columbia, 1971).
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The whole Bangla Desh set was premiered over the radio a few nights ago, neatly coinciding with the Indian Army’s rout of the West Pakistani forces and the liberation of the East, thus putting the sweet seal of history on the cause that launched this record in the first place. Three of us sat listening for an hour or more, though admittedly we weren’t as polite as the audience at George Harrison’s Concert for Bangla Desh at Madison Square Garden last August: we turned off the first half-hour of Ravi Shankar. Then the Harrison-Leon Russell-Mad Dogs & So On part began.


I found most of it dull, and after a bit the whole show began to bother me immensely. Admittedly the huge band was tight and well-rehearsed. Harrison sang with conviction and Eric Clapton was spectacular. OK, it was well-produced. Well-produced oatmeal.


Every other song seemed to be about one of three things: 1) God saving us. 2) This is the way God planned it. 3) Chant the name of the Lord and you’ll be free. (Nick Tosches has suggested that this course of action did not seem to be getting the people of Bangla Desh very far; nasty of him to bring that up.)


All of the devout rockers on Harrison’s stage seemed to be missing their own point. If this gibberish had any relation to reality, or even any internal consistency—perils of pantheism—then the same god that allowed this wonderful concert to take place was also raining hot death on the other side of the globe. To achieve some kind of spiritual balance, perhaps.


Well, it reminded me of Joseph Heller’s God, the Vicious Practical Joker. The songs chosen made a mockery of what the event was supposedly about—raising funds and world awareness for the plight of refugees from the war in East Pakistan and the fight for Bangladeshi independence—and I imagine this comes across much more blatantly on record than it did at the concert itself, since the electric presence of the stars doesn’t blank out any doubts in a mindless glow of being there with George, Ringo, and Bob Dylan. Which is nothing to sneeze at: I’d have liked to have been there too. But I wasn’t, and I have to take what I can get, along with the rest of the audience that wasn’t there either, and what I get is a feeling of being sold down the river, smothered by some of the silliest ideals of western civilization, and flattered by a superstar glitter that fails to hide the almost total emptiness of the production.


There’s a line in Harrison’s “Beware of Darkness” where he warns, “Beware of maya,” maya being an Indian word for “veil of illusion”—and without even going into the fact that the avoidance of darkness is a perfect definition of illusion, it has to be said that a veil of illusion is precisely what this concert has to offer.


There are some exceptions to the bland sound, the horrible fake gospel shouts, and the silly songs. Leon Russell makes a valiant attempt to erase the pompous mood of the event, delivering a wild version of “Jumping Jack Flash,” braking into a long jive story that resolves itself into the Coasters’ “Youngblood” and finally edges out and roars back to where it began. That’s exciting, and as anomalous to the general drift of the concert as two other high points, Ringo’s “It Don’t Come Easy” and Dylan’s last number, “Just Like a Woman.” If the genius of this man seems occasional now, when it comes it is staggering, and nothing can touch it. Ah, Bob Dylan!


One of the best things about Dylan’s side of the set is that it can make you feel like a fan again. A Bob Dylan fan. It’s moving to hear George Harrison say, “I’d like to bring out a friend to us all, Mr. Bob Dylan,” and implicitly join in the cheers; to recognize, in yourself, the thrill the audience is experiencing; to delight in the applause that breaks in on the choruses they and you have publicly celebrated and privately cherished for years. In spite of the fact that the movie promises to be uniquely boring, I’ll be there to see how Ringo looks playing tambourine with Bob Dylan.


Dylan’s performance is steady, but most of his material seems just out of his reach, as if he couldn’t quite catch the emotional rhythm of the songs. But from the first notes of “Just Like a Woman,” it’s clear that something else is happening. Here he rises to one of the great performances of his career. He sings the song the way Hank Williams would sing it if he were still alive, with the ghostly chill of “Lost Highway.” It may well be the equal of anything he has ever done, and if it took him five years to regain the power he once had, then what matters is not how long it took, but that he has regained it. What began, some years ago, as a change in attitude, seems finally to have grown into a changed point of view, and an authentic, as opposed to a contrived, maturity.


His performance reveals nuances of emotion and commitment that do not even seem to be implied in the recording we know from Blonde on Blonde. What is absent from the song, now, is the sense of bitterness that emerged both as a complaint and contempt five years ago, and the performance here imposes an enormous agony on the simple matter of living through the day, until finally, in the last verse, it increases in intensity and Dylan’s voice is acting out a resistance to the calamity of life that stops a long way short of forgiveness.


There are words in this song that Dylan sings with such an unholy intensity that they vibrate, like the arms of a tuning fork. There is that moment when he sings,




I just don’t fit





and the first word echoes off the rafters of the hall. The song has the impact that is really what’s been missing in Dylan’s work of the last few years, a force that makes you drop your jaw with amazement and recognition. He has reached it in moments, as with the first line of “All Along the Watchtower”—“There must be some way out of here”—and in the long, last choruses of “George Jackson,” but here it merges in a sustained performance: you can’t get out of the way.


Dylan’s impact is a simultaneous clarifying and deepening of our lives, never in a facile celebration of his life or ours, but a challenge to the very sensibility that looks for such a celebration. And it is not all that complicated to define it. When Dylan has this force, it is risky to listen.




*





As the last song of the set, there is “Bangla Desh,” which flopped when Harrison released it as a single. The performance here has such fire it might well hit now if released a second time. The lyrics still fall miles short of their subject (“It sure seems like a mess”) but Clapton especially reveals all the power that previously lay dormant in the song. The sound, inevitably calling up images of carnage and horror, is inspiring and scary. Harrison beats his fists against that veil of illusion as he sings, and his words are helpless to pierce the velvet curtain this concert has thrown over itself—in a sense, to protect the event from the terror of its own subject—but this time the music breaks through and you get some idea of why it was Harrison called all these people together in the first place.


Still, that’s not much out of three LPs. I can’t honestly recommend that anyone buy it for musical reasons, but I can encourage you to keep the radio on and listen to some of it. The recorded concert is a ponderous document of some of the worst foibles of the counter culture, but buried within it is a hint of what power that culture still retains.


Finally, though, the most pathetic thing about the event is its almost total lack of risk, be it artistic or political. Bangla Desh was a safe issue. It’s always easier to turn to the troubles of a distant land than to enter into situations that directly threaten yourself, and, if you are a musician, your audience. The music, for the most part, could not have been less adventurous. Though many have implied that the soul of Woodstock, having been sold to the devil that day at Altamont, was bought back with this concert, they ought to know that not only can’t you buy it back, you have to recreate it, on terms that recognize the fall implicit in the original deal. You can’t redeem yourself by the spectacle of someone else’s suffering, you have to come to terms with your own. That’s why no matter what George thinks about my sweet Lord or Billy Preston about the way God planned it, Ringo deserves the last word. It don’t come easy.




The Concert for Bangla Desh (Apple, 1972, #2). Featuring George Harrison, Ringo Starr, Bob Dylan, Eric Clapton, Billy Preston, Leon Russell, Ravi Shankar, Ustad Ali Akbar Khan, Ustad Alla Rakha, and Kamala Chakavarty; with band composed of Jesse Ed Davis, Tom Evans, Pete Ham, Mike Gibbins, Jim Keltner, Joey Molland, Don Preston, Carl Radle, and Klaus Voorman; with hornmen Jim Horn, Alan Beutler, Chuck Findley, Jackie Kelso, Lou McCreary, and Ollie Mitchell; and backing singers Don Nix, Jo Green, Jeanie Greene, Marlin Greene, Dolores Hall, and Claudia Linnear.
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