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The poet’s like the monarch of the clouds

Who haunts the tempest, scorns the bows and slingsExiled on earth amid the shouting crowds

He cannot walk, for he has giant’s wings

––––––––
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Charles Baudelaire, The Albatross (1859)

Translated by Joanna Richardson (1975)
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Sunday 31 August 1969. It is 10 p.m. now. The massive crowd of over a hundred thousand that fills most of a valley at Ryde, Isle of Wight​ is getting restless. As it is a cold night, many are wrapped in blankets. There is much whistling, shouting and stamping of feet. They have been waiting all weekend for what they hope will be an explosive climax. On Saturday night The Who​, fresh from their epochal appearance at Woodstock​ less than two weeks before, had unleashed a storming set that included a complete performance of their ‘rock opera’ Tommy. Today had been more of a ‘folkie’ occasion, with Julie Felix, Tom Paxton and Richie Havens​ all delivering well received shows. 

Time is marching on, though. Some people are becoming decidedly twitchy. Just over half an hour ago, the main attraction’s backing musicians had taken the stage and were now playing a set of their own material. Some good stuff, if a little intricate and self-absorbed for this huge gathering. But more and more people are wondering aloud: “Where IS Bob?” 

Nothing like this festival has been seen before in Britain. It has attracted headlines in the papers and coverage on the national news. All weekend the ferries to the island have been crammed with passengers laden down with tents and sleeping bags. It is many years before festivals will become multi-cultural, corporate extravaganzas in which a plethora of venues are operating at the same time. Here everything is focused on the one small, and rather shaky looking, wooden stage. Assorted Beatles​, Rolling Stones​ and Hollywood stars sit in chairs in the celebrity area at the front. Even they must be wondering when ‘the man’ is actually going to appear. 

Rumours have been circulating all weekend that the festival will climax in a superstar jam, featuring virtually every known rock star on the planet. The expectation that a loud, energetic show is about to be unleashed is immense. But when Bob Dylan finally steps out, he is dressed in an immaculate white suit and sports a short, neatly trimmed beard that makes him look a little like a travelling preacher. This is not the wild eyed, spaced-out screaming poet of ’66, which so many in the crowd were hoping to see. He goes straight into a sweet, countrified version of 1965’s She Belongs to Me​: ...She’s got everything she needs/ She’s an artist, she don’t look back... There will, indeed, be no looking back. 

It is equally shocking to many fans that Dylan is singing not in the abrasive, adenoidal tones he is so celebrated for but - as on his most recent album Nashville Skyline​ - a deep, resonant croon.  At the end of the number he mumbles ...Great to be here... sure is... With barely a pause, we are into a heartfelt version of I Threw It All Away​: ...Love is all there is... he warbles ...It makes the world go round... 

Already there are mutterings in the crowd, many of whom are so far away from the stage that all they can see is a tiny white figure in the distance. Every so often the wind gets up and carries the music away. There is plenty of applause after every song, but it soon becomes obvious that what most of the audience want is some raucous rock and roll - played LOUD - that they can shake their asses to.

The musicians carry on regardless, playing some complex, one-off arrangements of the songs. On Maggie’s Farm​, Highway 61​ Revisited​, a very rare Mighty Quinn​ and the ‘sing-along’ encore (when the audience joins in on the chorus of ...Everybody must get stoned!...) they certainly do ‘rock out’, but most of the set is characterised by The Band​’s clipped, restrained style of playing. Robbie Robertson​’s tasteful and sparing lead guitar fills distinguish all the songs. The Band​’s singers, Richard​ Manuel​, Rick Danko​ and Levon Helm​, provide solid harmonies.

The arrangements of the songs are unique. One Too Many Mornings​ - which had been transformed from an acoustic ballad into an expression of electronic rage in ’66 - now becomes a country song. Languorous versions of two tracks from John Wesley Harding​ - I Pity the Poor Immigrant​ and I Dreamed I Saw St. Augustine​ -​ give a tantalising glimpse of what that album would have sounded like if The Band​ had played on it. On a lively I’ll Be Your Baby Tonight​ the choruses are greatly enhanced by the harmonies. Lay Lady Lay​ - a major hit single for Dylan in the UK - is particularly well received.

Like a Rolling Stone​, however, is a world away from the vitriolic tirade of ’66. Dylan treats it almost as a joke, delivering the lyrics in a slightly offhand manner over an oddly syncopated rhythm. The song had once been an affirmation of how tough and admirable it was to be a rebel against society’s norms. On the 1966 tour it had provided an intense and cathartic conclusion to shows in which the musicians had battled ferociously against hostile audiences. But just three years later, things have changed. Dylan is now facing a hundred thousand ‘rolling stones’.

In the middle of the show, The Band​ take a rest and Dylan plays a four-song acoustic set. During his tender rendition of the traditional Wild Mountain Thyme​ the crowd is quiet and attentive, while a gently compassionate To Ramona​ suits the new style perfectly. As the crowd shivers, a light and understated Mr. Tambourine Man​ drifts across the field, sounding like some ancient folk ballad. But perhaps the outstanding performance is a gently exquisite version of It Ain’t Me Babe​, a song originally full of sarcasm and denial but which, delivered here in Dylan’s mellow tones, comes over as a playfully affectionate yet somehow sadly elegiac message to his audience. Despite all the build-up and the hype, it reinforces the overall message that the show conveys - that Dylan is no messiah or prophet of the ‘love generation’. 

There will, of course, be no superstar jam. Just before the multitudes join in with the final sing-along, Dylan delivers perhaps the most telling performance of all, a one off rendition of a song that nobody has heard before - a simple, country style ditty supported by The Band​’s sweet harmonies. It is a song about a travelling performer called ‘Lucky’, who we are told may be ...carrying a heavy load... but is ...still on that road... Dylan asks the crowd ...Who​’s gonna throw that minstrel boy a coin?/ Who​’s gonna let it roll?... Then, with exaggerated mock-humility he implores them to ...let him down easy to save his soul... 

Judging by the reviews that followed and the disgruntled comments of the weary punters who TV reporters managed to interview, the reaction to Bob Dylan’s performance at the Isle of Wight​ Festival was overwhelmingly one of disappointment. There is no doubt that the music did sound rather strange and unfamiliar to many members of the audience. The fact that the show was delayed and lasted only an hour did not help. It may also be true that some would not have heard the PA especially well, given that most of them were far away from the stage. 

Many fans were also mystified by the way Dylan had presented himself. His manner in his limited stage announcements was taciturn, even shy - reminiscent, perhaps, of Elvis​ Presley - who, despite his role in rock back in the ‘50s, was by this time hardly a counter cultural hero. At the very height of his fame and influence Dylan looked and sounded very much like - whisper it - one of their parents. There was a growing suspicion that, like Elvis​ before him, he had rejected any pretence of being a cultural rebel and had ‘joined the establishment’. In 1969, such a perception was a serious matter indeed. 

On their tour of 1965-66, Dylan and his musicians had faced a nightly campaign of booing and abuse from a section of his supposed fans who saw his move into playing ‘electric’ as a commercial sell out and a betrayal of his supposed role as a political spokesman. Even though drummer Levon Helm​ left the tour early (unable to stomach the nightly onslaught) they had carried on defiantly. The barracking they were receiving drove them on to levels of musical and emotional intensity which had never before been witnessed on a rock music stage. It is highly ironic that the audience at the Isle of Wight​ now actually wants Dylan to perform the kind of show which he had been lambasted for just three years earlier.

Apart from four tracks which were included on 1970’s Self Portrait​, for many years the entire Isle of Wight​ show circulated only clandestinely, in poor sound quality. It was finally released as an extra disc added to the Another Self Portrait​ segment of The Bootleg Series​.​ Heard in pristine sound, the performance is highly memorable. With the benefit of hindsight, it now stands as one of the most challenging and distinctive shows of Dylan’s long career. 

The Band​ plays with great subtlety and ingenuity. Although these are the same musicians Dylan had worked with in ‘66, their sound has transformed from a full frontal musical attack to a uniquely tasteful and restrained fusion of country, blues and light funk. Having set the template for what would become heavy rock, Dylan and The Band​ have now gravitated towards an amalgam of styles and traditions that would later be given the label ‘Americana’.

The Isle of Wight​ show thus stands alone, as a consummate piece of real life theatre which deliberately upsets audience expectations. It is also a truly unique moment in Dylan’s musical history. This is also the only concert in which Dylan uses his Nashville Skyline​ voice throughout. And here, and only here, does he play a full show in which he trades harmonies with The Band​’s three great singers. 

In some ways Dylan’s transformation into a ‘down home’ and rather respectable figure is as iconoclastic and myth-shattering as his decision to ‘go electric’ in 1965. Over the next few decades, as his music continues to evolve and he explores different musical genres, he often delights in what might be called perverse presentations of his art - playing with audience expectations and then giving them what they least expect, and refusing to be pinned down or categorised. 

Dylan generally shuns the celebrity circuit, and guards his private life rigorously. On the rare occasions when he consents to be interviewed, he hides behind whatever persona he is currently presenting to the public, taunting and teasing interviewers with controversial statements, half-truths and random pronouncements - so turning such occasions into ‘staged performances’. By the time he launches the Never Ending Tour​ in 1988, he has dropped all traces of ‘showbiz’, rarely addressing audiences or introducing songs. It is as if he is conducting his entire public life behind a series of ‘masks’.

The present volume is a sequel to Determined to Stand: The Reinvention of Bob Dylan, my study of his late period work from the 1990s to the 2020s. This book covers the period from 1967 to the early 1990s and will be succeeded by a third volume which will examine his early work up to 1966. My main aim has been to produce a detailed analysis of Dylan as a songwriter - to show how he has reinvigorated the ancient art of poetic song for a mass audience in the modern age. In doing so, it has been necessary to examine the historical and cultural contexts of his work, as well as to trace his many and extremely varied musical and literary influences. 

I have placed considerable emphasis on the way in which musical performance, including various styles of singing, has affected the way his ‘song poetry’ is received and understood. Throughout his career, as he has adopted a series of different public personas and changing musical styles, many of his songs - like the versions of Like a Rolling Stone​ and It Ain’t Me, Babe​ at the Isle of Wight​ - have taken on different shades of meaning. He has created a body of poetic song which has continually shifted through different modes of performance, from long epics full of poetic symbolism to short catchy pop songs.

There is little doubt that the years of Dylan’s ‘middle period’ were often difficult ones for him. Having achieved vast fame and success (not to mention wielding unprecedented musical influence) when still a very young man, he then had to negotiate his way through maturity into middle age, while always striving to ‘move on’ from one distinctive style to another. 

The era that this book is focused on could thus be called his ‘years of struggle’ - a period in which he was at first centered on his family life, followed by some chaotic post-divorce years and by his adoption - and subsequent abandonment of - a particular form of religious faith. In the midst of these struggles, his songs could be variable in quality, ranging from poetic masterpieces to lacklustre and unfocused dirges. He sometimes even seemed unsure of his own talent, leaving many of his best works unreleased. Inevitably, his songs were always being judged against that of his incendiary early years. 

In the period covered by Determined to Stand, Dylan achieved a style that was fairly consistent in its methodology and approaches. My examination of his songs in that book was therefore structured in a largely thematic way. But as his middle period was so full of stylistic changes, it makes more sense to present the material in this book chronologically. It is thus organised in three sections.

Part One, Retreat, examines the period between 1967 and 1973, when he largely shunned public appearances and produced a series of laid back, country-influenced albums. Part Two, Return, looks at the years 1974 to 1978, when he released a number of highly acclaimed recordings and tours which fully restored his reputation as a poetic song writer. Part Three, Rebirth, considers the period between 1979 and 1990, when he underwent a religious conversion, followed by what was generally considered to be an artistic slump and then another surprising ‘upturn’ as he began to re-orientate his approach yet again. 

As in Determined to Stand, I have also given much consideration to Dylan’s live performances during this period, as well as his forays into other media - especially film. This book thus recounts a story of continual artistic and personal metamorphoses, often carried out under the glaring spotlight of publicity. It examines how a figure who could have easily rested on the laurels of his early fame refused to be categorised or ‘boxed in’ by these intense pressures - a ‘minstrel boy’ who shape shifted through many different styles, in a restless quest for new ways to present his songs to fans and followers, knowing that they would hang onto every word he said or sung.

.  
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PART ONE  

Retreat  
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One: The Great White​ Wonder​

...Long ago, if my memory serves me, my life was a banquet where everyone’s heart was generous, and where all wines flowed...

Arthur Rimbaud

​A Season in Hell​ (1873) translated by Wallace​ Fowlie

...‘Do you know nothing? Do you see nothing? Do you remember

‘Nothing?’

I can connect

Nothing with nothing...

T. S. Eliot​, The Wasteland​  (1926)

––––––––
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It is mid-1969, and you are browsing in your local underground record shop, which is crammed with fantastically colourful gatefold sleeves that proudly present the work of psychedelic and progressive rock bands. You are surprised to come across a curious artifact with a plain white cover, on which no information at all is supplied. Strangely, it can be found in the ‘Bob Dylan’ section, alongside Highway 61​ Revisited​, Blonde on Blonde​ and the others. 

Surely this is a mistake... You pick it up and hold it up to the light, in case your eyes are deceiving you. But even when you examine the actual discs, they merely have plain white labels. So you take the mysterious album to the counter, whereupon a friendly and undoubtedly very hip sales assistant tells you in quietly reverential tones, as if he is referring to some kind of sacred relic, that ...It’s the Great White​ Wonder​, man... 

As you settle into the listening booth, it soon becomes obvious that the Great White​ Wonder​ is a whole double album of unreleased Bob Dylan material. Sides One, Three and most of Side Four are early acoustic recordings of folk and blues songs from his Greenwich Village​ days. But given that the sales assistant knows what you really want to hear, he has put on Side Two for you. This is the Real McCoy​ - five songs that do not appear on any of the ‘corporate’ albums. But you can hardly believe your ears...

Is this strange sounding, faraway voice really that of Bob Dylan? And what are these weird parables he is recounting - about ... a certain way a man must swim/ If he expects to live off the fat of the land..., ...a heart filled with gold ...as if it was a purse... and ...too much of nothing?... The songs are ethereal, somehow distant, as if they are being transmitted from some alternate universe. The instruments and voices blend together in a mysterious alchemy. It is a long, long way from the cheerful country crooning of Nashville Skyline​ or the electric surrealism of Blonde on Blonde​.

You are ecstatic. Under Mr. Hip’s guidance, you have discovered nothing less than ‘the missing link’ in modern rock music.  Soon, you will be haunting many other music shops, in search of more of these much sought after ‘bootlegs’. They are not cheap, often costing twice as much as official merchandise. Part of the cachet of owning them, though, is that they are contraband. Although you might proudly display them to your jealous friends who were ‘in the know’, you wonder if, when you get home, you might actually need to hide them with your stash of other ‘illegal substances’...

From the late 1960s onwards, ‘bootleg’ records became an important part of the landscape of ‘alternative’ music. They allowed listeners to hear sounds that were outside the control of the supposedly all-powerful record companies, with their planned release dates, their careful cultivation of the images of their artists and their conventional recording techniques. As the technology of portable devices grew ever more sophisticated, intrepid tapers began to provide fans with an unfiltered (if sometimes unlistenable) taste of what live music ‘really sounded like’. At the same time, many unreleased studio recordings slipped out into the public domain. Enthusiasts gathered at record fairs to collect these exotic objects, which were now usually clothed in garish, although sometimes inappropriate, art work and stamped with labels such as ‘Swinging Pig’.

Shortly after The Great White​ Wonder​ appeared, The Little White​ Wonder​ began to circulate. This album featured fourteen songs from what had now become popularly known as The Basement Tapes​, recordings from 1967 which formed a coherent ‘missing album’ between Blonde on Blonde​ and John Wesley Harding​. Along with the equally legendary bootleg which was then known as The Royal Albert Hall 1966​, it became the most well attested evidence that, as the most dedicated Dylan fans might tell you ...His best stuff is still out there!... 

Just as the reclusive bard was being so secretive about his private life, he also seemed to be deliberately hiding much of his most inventive work - a great deal of it recorded with The Band​ - from the public. As these recordings became more and more well known and Dylan’s official releases less and less frequent, the pressure grew on CBS to release them in official versions. But only in 1975, after Blood on the Tracks​ had finally restored their prize artist’s tattered public reputation, did they make such a concession to the fans. A double album called The Basement Tapes​, mainly supervised and put together by The Band​’s guitarist, songwriter and de facto leader Robbie Robertson​, appeared to great critical acclaim.

For many of the fans who had acquired those unlabelled records in those dodgy shops and shady market stalls, the release - despite its gloriously mad front cover and reverent sleeve notes - was, however, a disappointment. Although the recordings had been ‘cleaned up’ and certainly sounded more ‘professional’ than the often scratchy and poorly reproduced ‘copies of copies’ that listeners had become accustomed to, some indefinable, mysterious quality was missing. 

And there were other problems... Several of the most celebrated songs, including The Mighty Quinn​ and I Shall Be Released​,​ had been omitted, presumably because different (if rather less ‘magical’) versions had been included on previous Dylan releases. This was especially galling as there was an actual ‘Eskimo’ on the front cover. Also, it was pretty obvious that some of the tracks had been overdubbed with extra guitar and drums, making them sound just a little fake. In addition to this, the album also included a group of songs by The Band​ which, as the ever-growing number of dedicated Dylan scholars soon pointed out, were not really ‘Basement Tapes​’ at all but the product of studio sessions recorded at the beginning of their own separate career.

To be fair to the producers of the album, they had been presented with a dilemma. These were, after all, home recordings which had been placed straight onto cheap reel to reel tapes with little separation of instruments. Given the recording technology of the day, it might be argued that the sound was as good as could be expected. The release was obviously an incomplete record of what were already considered to be ‘historic’ recordings. But this was not an era in which massive box sets were considered to be commercially viable. Many fans, disappointed with the official version, soon went back to playing their treasured original ‘white copies’. 

In the succeeding decades, more and more material from 1967 gradually appeared on newly expanded bootleg collections, often in very poor sound quality. Some of this had lain dormant in dusty attics for years. The famous ‘Safety Tape’, which contained many of the highest quality recordings, had been stashed away at the back of Neil Young​’s garage for decades. It became increasingly clear that The Basement Tapes​ consisted of over a hundred recordings, of both Dylan originals and covers from a wide range of musical genres. 

It would be almost forty years before a ‘proper release’ was achieved. In 2014, as part of what CBS rather cheekily called The Bootleg Series​,​ The Basement Tapes​ Complete was finally unleashed. It consisted of no less than six albums containing 139 tracks - of which 51 were renditions of country, folk, blues and pop material. The rest were Dylan songs. The development of more advanced recording technologies meant that the tapes had now been restored to a far more listenable state. Only now was the ghost of the Great White​ Wonder​ finally laid to rest.

It took many years for the full story of the tapes, which were recorded between May and October in 1967, to emerge. As The Band​ (then known as The Hawks​) were still under contract, Dylan decided to use these versatile and highly talented musicians in order to conduct an extended experiment in different styles of music. After the members of the group had taken up residence near Dylan’s home in Byrdcliffe on the outskirts of Woodstock​ (then an obscure artist’s retreat in a relatively remote region of New York State) the first tracks were laid down in the ‘Red Room’ of Dylan’s house. These were mostly country and folk standards, along with a few half-realised or improvised Dylan songs.

Operations then shifted to the basement - really an underground garage - of the famous ‘Big Pink​’ house, which was being rented by three of the musicians. Under pressure from his manager and record company, Dylan then began trying out new compositions, with the intention of supplying them to other artists. Towards the end of the summer, a handful of tracks were also laid down in bassist Rick Danko​’s new home, which was located just a few miles away. By now, the group had been reunited with Levon Helm​.

The Basement Tapes​ was a decidedly home-grown project. The songs were transferred onto a reel-to-reel tape recorder by The Band​’s classically trained musician and keyboard wizard Garth Hudson​, using fairly cheap tape brands. Most of the recordings were made without a percussionist, although occasionally pianist Richard​ Manuel​ took to the drum stool. The musicians were multi-instrumentalists. They frequently swapped around their roles in what grew into an astonishingly varied collection of songs. In some ways, the lack of a drummer actually helped in creating a unique sound. Rick Danko​ and Richard​ Manuel​ often contributed stirring harmonies.

If the musicians frequently sounded under-rehearsed - perhaps because of Dylan’s typically challenging habit of introducing the songs just before they played them - this only added to the charm of the recordings. As the sessions progressed, they evolved from the loud rhythm and blues bar band into sophisticated purveyors of a completely new sound consisting of a disciplined, country and blues influenced, but also decidedly funky brew. This subsequently made them one of the most influential groups in rock history. 

As they explore a wide range of predominantly American music, Dylan and The Band​ are clearly learning from each other. While Dylan obviously came from a folk background, The Band​ had paid their dues as a bar-room rhythm and blues act who had spent many years in sweaty clubs backing Canadian rocker Ronnie Hawkins​. The new musical synthesis they are searching for here is somewhere between those two poles - a redefinition of American ‘roots music’ with a considerably wider scope than the ethos of folk ‘purity’, as espoused by Alan Lomax​ and Pete Seeger​, which dominated the early 1960s folk revival. 

This is, however, no po-faced musicological journey. The Basement Tapes​ communicates a feeling of playfulness throughout, as Dylan throws unfamiliar songs at the musicians, who then respond as best they can. Listening to these recordings many years later gives one the feeling of being of a ‘fly on the wall’ at a rather debauched party. While some of the cover versions are fully realised complete takes, others feature the musicians ‘goofing around’. The sense of camaraderie between the players and their open mindedness to new musical directions is apparent, even if Dylan sometimes only half remembers the songs and has to make up ‘dummy lyrics’ to fill in the gaps. 

The musicians were clearly not using lyric sheets. Hallelujah I’ve Just Been Moved​ features the whole gang improvising the words, as they stomp cheerily through an old Stanley Brothers​ gospel number. There is an endearingly drunken run-through of the doo wop classic Silhouettes​, again with many substituted words. One for the Road​ uses the title and refrain of a drinking song made famous by Frank Sinatra​, but Dylan again makes up his own lyrics, as he also does on two covers of Mr. Blue​ and Confidential,​ half remembered tunes recorded by the late ‘50s doo-wop band The Fleetwoods​. On John Lee Hooker​’s Tupelo and I’m in the Mood​, both delivered in a half-serious fashion, he does his best to imitate the great blues man’s lugubrious delivery, even if he has to improvise many of the words. 

When listening to the Tapes, it is sometimes difficult to separate the covers from half-finished original songs. One Man’s Loss​ is an improvised version of One Man’s Loss is Another Man’s Gain​, a country song recorded by Dewey Ritter​ in 1951. Bring It on Home​ has some superficial resemblance to the Sonny Boy Williamson​ blues song of the same name, but is really just a loose jam. Come All Ye Fair and Tender Ladies​ is a jokey version of the Joan Baez​ favourite Silver Dagger,​ with Danko​ providing high pitched Tiny Tim​-like vocals in the background. It’s the Flight of the Bumble Bee​ is a jazzy improvisation based around the famous Rimsky-Korsakov​ melody. All American Boy​ is a riotous and thoroughly inebriated version of Bobby Bare​’s hit of the same name, with almost completely different lyrics.

The musicians clearly have a whale of a time spoofing the rock and roll classic See You Later Alligator,​ which they jokingly address to Allen​ Ginsberg​ (who had recently paid a visit) and on They Gotta Keep Kickin’ My Dog Around​, a nineteenth century minstrel song for which Danko​, Manuel​ and Robertson​ provide suitably ‘funny voices’ - and barking! Dylan also improvises another short ‘canine ode’ called Big Dog​ and adopts a ‘cowboy drawl’ on She’ll Be Coming ‘Round the Mountain​. Manuel​ and Danko​ pretend to be doo-wop vocalists on the 1950s pastiche I’m Your Teenage Prayer​, during which Dylan goes into a spoken interlude, barely able to restrain his laughter. What’s it Gonna Be When it Comes Up​ is a parody of lounge jazz, with Dylan mumbling incoherently throughout. The Spanish Song​ is a mock-romantic ‘Mexican’ ditty, with Dylan alternating made up lyrics with much cod Spanish nonsense. 

A number of American folk songs are also tried out, some rather half-heartedly. On Down on Me​, an ambitious three-part harmony is attempted before the performance breaks down. The old work song Po’ Lazarus begins promisingly and then the tape cuts out. Three songs favoured by Woody Guthrie​: The Hills of Mexico,​ 900 Miles​ and Goin’ Down the Road Feelin’ Bad​ are also essayed, although these are poorly recorded. Tim Hardin​’s well known If I Were a Carpenter​ sounds decidedly unrehearsed. More impressive is Dylan’s strong vocal performance on Ain’t No More Cane, a Texas prison song often performed by Leadbelly​, on which Dylan and Danko​ harmonise. Dylan also puts his heart and soul into Eric Von Schmidt’s tale of exploited workers Joshua Gone Barbados​ and three highly evocative songs by his contemporary Ian Tyson​ of the Canadian duo Ian and Sylvia​: Four Strong Winds​, Song for Canada​ and The French Girl​. 

Dylan takes a more serious approach when leading the musicians into what was new territory for them - British and Irish folk songs. The ‘clash of cultures’ produces some intriguing results. The Bells of Rhymney,​ an adaptation of a poem by Idris Davies​ with music by Pete Seeger​ and Irish poet Brendan Behan​’s prison lament The Auld Triangle are taken at a slow pace, with Garth Hudson​ providing sympathetic support on clavinet and organ. 

On the tragic story of love and death Young​ But Daily Growing​ and the Canadian whaling song Bonnie Ship the Diamond​, Dylan supplies highly committed vocal performances. The traditional Liverpool skipping song Johnny Todd​ is taken at a lively pace, while the Irish drinking tune Ol’ Roisin the Beau​ is similarly rousing. The vocal interchanges between Dylan, Danko​ and Manuel​ replicate the kind of bonhomie that Dylan would have experienced in his jam sessions with The Clancy Brothers​ in the early ‘60s, although the musicians’ well established rhythmic sensibilities sometimes make them sound more like blues numbers. 

It is in his exploration of country music that Dylan produces his most assured performances of other people’s songs, especially in his adaptations of material associated with two of his most important musical role models, Johnny Cash​ and Hank Williams​. Danko​ and Manuel​ again supply vocals on four rough-hewn, hard-edged Cash​ numbers, perhaps the most striking of which is Belshazzar,​ a relatively obscure but starkly didactic transposition of a Biblical story, on which Dylan growls menacingly, like the narrator of a cheap horror movie. Dylan also places himself firmly in the mode of the hard-bitten, disillusioned lovers of Still in Town​ and Big River​ and the bitterly regretful and resentful convict in Folsom Prison Blues​. His singing on all of these tracks is fully committed and expressive. 

On the Williams​ songs, he pays tribute to the man who first inspired him to play music, whom in 1963’s Poem to Joanie​ he had described as ...my first hero... A raucous version of the plaintive lament My Bucket’s Got a Hole in It​ features a spectacular howl midway through. The backing, featuring just Robertson​ on guitar and Danko​ on bass, may be rudimentary, but the song still comes out sounding like Jerry Lee Lewis​-style rock and roll. 

Although country music had a reputation for extreme sentimentality and religiosity which alienated most rock fans at this time, Dylan had no qualms about leading the musicians into such territory. His other covers of Williams​’ material include an impassioned take on the sad lament of the downhearted lover in You Win Again​, as well as a sincere rendition of Cool Water​, assisted by the smooth harmonies of Danko​ and Manuel​. Even the moralistic Be Careful of the Stones That You Throw​ is treated with great intensity and respect.

Waltzing with Sin​ (originally recorded by Sonny Burns in 1954), an extremely puritanical song which condemns the practice of dancing as being virtually demonic, is also performed without a hint of irony - as is the sinner’s confession A Satisfied Mind,​ the tragic Tex-Mex cowboy ballad Spanish is the Loving Tongue​ and two country songs associated with Elvis​ Presley - A Fool Such As I​ and the sentimental ballad I Forgot to Remember to Forget​ You.​ 

Other country songs include a slow but ardent take on Bruce Phillips’​ Rock, Salt and Nails​, a slightly slurred and inebriated Baby Ain’t that Fine​ (originally recorded as a duet by Gene Pitney​ and Melba Montgomery​ in 1965) and lively renditions of the Carter​ Family​ classics Wildwood Flower​ (featuring Dylan on autoharp) and Will the Circle Be Unbroken.​ Dylan’s lifelong love for this music, despite its often maudlin, evangelical or moralistic sentiments, shines in these recordings. 

Dylan also uses this exploration of American music to experiment with his own vocal styles. On many of the songs he modulates his voice towards a deeper, more melodic sound. The vocals on the laid back take on Blind Lemon Jefferson​’s blues classic See That My Grave is Kept Clean​ (which Dylan had recorded an acoustic version of on his first album) are similar to the country style he will adopt for Nashville Skyline​ and much of Self Portrait​. Such performances illustrate the links between authentic American musical forms which had been suppressed by the way the music industry had created artificial racial divisions between these genres. 

It is highly unlikely that Dylan would ever have seriously considered releasing these recordings at the time. In the context of the Basement Tapes​ project their main function is to create the particular ambience that was required for the series of strange, funny and slyly mischievous compositions that Dylan was about to unleash. The new songs use many elements of pre-rock and roll blues, gospel and country music, which are merged in a curious amalgam which sounds modern and ancient at the same time.

By the late 1960s, especially in the context of the US involvement in Vietnam​, many myths about America’s past were being upended. In films like 1967’s Bonnie and Clyde​, amoral criminals from the 1920s were portrayed as romantic anti-establishment heroes. The clean cut gunslingers of the John Wayne​ era were being replaced by the grizzled anti-heroes of revisionist Westerns in which violence was no longer sanitised and where the cowboys, rather than the Indians, were shown to be the real ‘savages’. The songs of The Basement Tapes​ could be said to create their own alternative vision of American history. They appear to inhabit a curiously timeless zone, somewhere between the Civil War​ and the present and are full of weird, shadowy and often highly flawed characters who appear and disappear at will.

When listening to the Tapes we enter a sometimes absurd and often cartoon-like fantasia, in which one song merges into another. Through these songs Dylan and The Band​ appear to be channelling the voices of those whom conventional versions of American history had forgotten - drunkards, no hopers, idle dreamers and ne’er-do-wells - who appear to emanate from a shadowy past, yet are somehow present in a place in which past and future merge in a fantastical, and sometimes nonsensical, dreamland. 

June 18th 1967. It is the final night of the Monterey Pop Festival​, the biggest event of what will come to be called the ‘summer of love’. For three days, California’s hippies have thrilled and grooved to the sounds of The Byrds​, Jefferson​ Airplane, Simon​ and Garfunkel​, Janis Joplin​, The Grateful Dead​, Country Joe and the Fish​, The Who​ and others. The smells of petulia, joss sticks and marijuana are wafting over the young, enthusiastic audience in their tie-dyed tee shirts and loose smocks. Every so often, wide eyed girls and guys will rise from their chairs and gyrate to the music, eyes closed in ecstatic surrender.

Now the resplendent and unforgettable figure of an exotically dressed young man in a bright yellow shirt with a flowery collar, his afro kept in place by a headband, has taken the stage. Although he is clearly American, he has recently made his name in ‘swinging London’. This is his first major solo show in the USA, so nobody knows quite know what to expect. But already he has delivered two songs, Howlin’ Wolf​’s Killing Floor​ and his own Foxy Lady​, which have wowed the audience with a heady mixture of intense blues and spectacular psychedelic guitar pyrotechnics. 

As Jimi Hendrix​, while nonchalantly chewing gum, adjusts his guitar strap, he mutters ...It’s really outa sight here... Right now I’m gonna dedicate this song to anyone with hearts and ears... All he has to do, it seems, is merely to stroke the amped-up guitar strings and the first extraordinary riff appears. It sounds distinctly familiar, even though nobody has heard it quite like this before. Still playing quietly, he speaks in a near whisper ...Yes, as I said before, it’s really groovy... like to bore you for about six or seven minutes. Right now I’m gonna play a little thing by Bob Dylan... He gives a lopsided grin and glances towards the side of the stage ...That’s his grandma over there!... he jokes, still working up the riff ...It’s a little thing called ‘Like a Rolling Stone​’... 

The song then explodes into life as Hendrix​ thrills the crowd with his intense and seemingly magical guitar playing and singing. He changes the words a little: ...the language that he used... becomes ...the sweet talk that he used.... Although he will continue to excite the crowd with stirring numbers like Purple Haze​ and Hey Joe​ and will eventually simulate sex with his guitar before setting it on fire in the explosive climax of Wild Thing, it is in this song above all that he calls out to the audience: ...Look at ya!... he cries, before posing the question ...How does it feel?... How does it feel?...

––––––––
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1967 was arguably the most dramatic year of cultural change in the twentieth century. All over the US, protests were erupting against the Vietnam​ War. The newspapers were bursting with salacious reports of ‘love-ins’ and ‘happenings’. Young​ people were appearing in public in outlandish clothes. Men were growing their hair long and women were abandoning the coiffured look of old. In California, thousands of hippies were taking to the streets. ​​​lthough those who took part in the LSD-inspired ‘psychedelic revolution’ were always in a minority, it was obvious that a major shift was taking place. The ‘alternative society’ or ‘counter-culture’​ which first emerged into public view in this epochal year was to have many offshoots, spawning ecological consciousness, feminism, gay rights protests and other forms of social activism which were to become increasingly influential as the century wore on. 

​

Popular music - in particular the genre that was becoming increasingly referred to as rock music rather than rock ‘n’ roll - was at the forefront of change. The Beatles​, easily the world’s most popular group, led the charge with singles and albums that used poetic lyrics and sonic trickery to duplicate the psychedelic experience. The Monterey Pop Festival​ in June of that year featured almost all the leading countercultural American bands. Revolution, it seemed, was very much in the air, along with many new and exotic smells, tastes and images.

​

Strangely, though, as far as the world knew, Bob Dylan, who had been identified by members of the counter culture not only as their leading intellectual but also a kind of prophet, was absent throughout all this. Many years later, in his memoir Chronicles​ Vol. One​ Dylan would express horror at the way the term ‘prophet’ was applied to him. Yet to many young people it seemed that the ‘prophecies’ of a song like The Times They are a-Changin’​ had indeed come true. Those sons and daughters really had broken away from the ‘commands’ of their elders. All Dylan would need to do, it seemed, was to make some prominent public appearances to be acclaimed as the ‘leader’ of the movement.

In fact, Dylan was appalled at the way that his supposedly remote country retreat was now being beset by adoring and sometimes obsessive fans. Between mid-1966, when he had his motor cycle accident and early 1974, when he launched his sell out tour with The Band​, he was mostly missing from the public eye. The Isle of Wight​ Festival in 1969 was his only full concert appearance. During these years of ‘retreat’, in an era when many artists were still putting out two albums and several 45s a year, Dylan released only three collections of original material, a highly controversial mish-mash mostly made up of cover versions, a soundtrack record mainly consisting of instrumentals, a few scattered singles and Dylan, an album of New Morning​ and Self Portrait​ outtakes which CBS released without his permission, supposedly in order to ‘blackmail’ him to sign a new contract with them. 

Many fans and critics were disappointed with these low-key releases which, compared to the material of his earlier years, seemed relatively tame. In the mid ‘60s, with his switch to rock from folk, he had been accused of ‘betrayal’ and of giving in to commercial interests. Now, having scored hits with pleasant but relatively lightweight songs like Lay Lady Lay​, he stood accused of ‘selling out’ again.

Despite what would once have been seen as the commercial suicide of such an approach, Dylan’s stature as a legendary figure only grew during these years. Few details of his personal life were made public. But rumours abounded, especially in the wildly anarchic underground press of the late ‘60s. He was supposedly dead, severely injured or a drug addict. Meanwhile, the first biography (Anthony Scaduto’s Bob Dylan), the first critical study (Michael Gray​’s Song and Dance Man​) and the first collection of his lyrics (Writings and Drawings​) appeared.

Although Dylan had been labelled a ‘poet’ from the days when his own songs first emerged, the literary world had yet to embrace a ‘pop singer’ into its fold. But the first steps had been taken. Meanwhile, the number of Dylan bootlegs was proliferating, as the awareness of the existence of a plethora of ‘unheard’ songs and performances grew. Many fans now decided that this was where the ‘real Dylan’, rather than the smiling entertainer on the cover of Nashville Skyline​, could be located. 

The sad, stately and incredibly moving Tears of Rage​ can be seen as being a reaction against the culture of the so called ‘youth revolution’. It is a dramatic monologue, sung in the voice of an anguished father who reacts to the actions and attitudes of his rebellious daughter. Whereas once Dylan had rallied the cause of youth against the older generation, proudly declaring that ...Your sons and your daughters are beyond your command... he now focuses on the incomprehension that so many parents experienced in the 1960s at their children’s attitudes to patriotism, war, sex, drugs and personal freedom and frames this within a heartbreakingly tragic context. The song encapsulates the reactions of many members of the older generation when their children ‘dropped out’, took drugs, followed gurus or joined anti-war demonstrations.

In many ways, Tears of Rage​ can be seen as a kind of answer song to The Beatles​’ She’s Leaving Home,​ one of the outstanding tracks on Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band​, which was released in May 1967, just as Dylan and The Band​ began recording in the basement of Big Pink​. She’s Leaving Home is a heavily orchestrated track which relates the story of a teenage girl with rather overbearing parents who steals away from home one morning, leaving only a note, in search of ‘fun’, which is said to be ...the one thing that money can’t buy... While Paul McCartney​ relates this story sweetly and tearfully against a background of sweeping strings, John Lennon​ rather sarcastically supplies the voices of the parents, who pathetically wail that ...we gave her everything money could buy... Although we may feel sorry for the parents in the story, we are left in little doubt that the girl had to leave in order to escape her rather suffocating home life. Both songs define the ‘generation gap’ of the 1960s as a tragedy of epic proportions. 

The opening couplet ...We carried you in our arms on Independence Day​/ And now you'd throw us all aside and put us on our way... has a particularly strong resonance, as Independence Day holds a near-sacred significance in the USA. Here we see the patriotic parents remembering how they had carried their baby during the Fourth of July celebrations. It seems as if the father, who narrates the song, deeply resents the level of independence she has achieved. While the first line recalls a warm, nostalgic memory, the second - with its succession of curt monosyllables - quite explicitly reveals his bitterness. The following lines extend this even further ...Oh what dear daughter ‘neath the sun could treat a father so/ To wait upon him hand and foot and always answer “no’’... 

These lines have often been linked to King​ Lear​, in the first scene of which the foolish old king decides to relinquish his power and divide his kingdom up between his three daughters, wrongly presuming they will look after him. But he then demands that each daughter must tell him just how much they love and are devoted to him. The mendacious older sisters Goneril and Regan lay the flattery on thick, but Lear’s favourite, the pure hearted Cordelia, refuses to play along. When Lear asks for her protestations of love, she merely replies ...Nothing...  Lear is shocked ...Nothing will come of nothing... he tells her angrily. As in King​ Lear, in Tears of Rage​ we feel the pain of the father, even if we may ultimately sympathise more with the daughter. 

The chorus, which is repeated three times, is very simple but emotionally gut-wrenching: ...Tears of rage, tears of grief, why must I always be the thief... The father feels that she sees him as trying to ‘steal’ her independence. The lines that follow are even more painful: ...Come to me now, you know we’re so alone... he implores in desperation ...and life is brief... The father is in a state of spiritual desolation, already contemplating how terrible he will feel if he dies without resolving the schism between himself and his daughter. He then reveals how his hopes and dreams for her have been dashed: ...We pointed you the way to go and scratched your name in sand... 

Tortured by regret, he cries: ...But you just thought it was nothing more than a place for you to stand... It is hard not to sympathise with him as he complains that ...It was all so very painless when you ran out to receive/ All that false instruction which we never could believe... which suggests that there is a strong conflict between the presumably conservative and patriotic views of the parents and the youth culture she has grown up around. The unforgettable metaphorical construction in the devastating concluding couplet ...And now the heart is filled with gold, as if it was a purse/ But oh, what kind of love is this, that goes from bad to worse?... suggests that - like the parents in She’s Leaving Home - they have tried to buy her love.

Three versions of the song appear on The Basement Tapes​ Complete. Although Dylan is performing it for the first time, and the musicians appear to be feeling their way around it, the first take is perhaps the most powerful of all, featuring one of Dylan’s most haunting vocals ...Listen... Bob mutters quietly. He takes a breath then proceeds to fully inhabit the character he is singing through. As he reaches the climactic image his voice soars. There are few occasions in his career where he is so successful at acting his way through a song. Rick Danko​’s bass is prominent in the background. There is some slight distortion in the sound, but this only adds to the immense poignancy of the performance, which is a perfect balance of pain, regret and grief, somehow including an inkling of hope. The second take is slower, but cuts out after two verses.

The eerie backing vocals, supplied by Manuel​ and Danko​, now become more prominent. This approach is extended in the third version (which was included on the 1975 release) in which Dylan’s passionate and fully committed vocal is enhanced by Manuel​’s gorgeous falsetto on the choruses. It is as if the child’s mother and father are now expressing their grief together. Manuel​ and Danko​ also improvise wordless atmospheric sounds, which add greatly to the way the song builds up to its enigmatic climax. Tears of Rage​ is an outstanding example of how Dylan can sing through a persona and achieve a dramatic and highly moving emotional effect. 

This Wheel’s on Fire ​ is another song which reflects on the cultural dynamic of the year of its composition. It can be viewed as either a celebration of a lifestyle of hedonistic excess or a portentous warning of its potential consequences. Although on Music from Big Pink​ (1968), The Band​, with co-writer Rick Danko​ on vocals, deliver the song in their characteristically restrained style, the ‘exotic’ hit version by Julie Driscoll​ and Brian Auger​ and the Trinity (also released in 1968) - with its early use of mellotron and phased vocals - has come to be regarded as a psychedelic classic. The song’s association with 1960s excess was re-emphasised when it was sung by Driscoll with Adrian Edmondson​ as the theme tune for the highly successful 1990s British TV comedy series Absolutely Fabulous​, which centred around two characters who were throwbacks to the hippie era. Another version by The Byrds​, from their album Dr. Byrds and Mr. Hyde​ (1969) hints at the song’s darker themes and even ends in an actual explosion.

On The Basement Tapes​, Danko​’s bass dominates, as the song builds up in a slow and decidedly ominous way. Its rousing chorus ...This wheel’s on fire/ It’s rolling down the road/ Just notify my next of kin/ This wheel shall explode... is suggestive of an upcoming cataclysm, while the verses outline the details of a convoluted and difficult relationship. The way these two elements are intermingled creates considerable dramatic tension. 

It is natural to connect the resonant imagery that Dylan concocts here with his fabled motorcycle accident​ in 1966, which led to his retreat from public view and ultimately to the experimental musical journey of which the song was to be a key part. The crash itself remains shrouded in mystery, and it has often been seen more as an excuse to retreat from the mainstream than a genuinely life-threatening incident. The chorus appears to be a warning of such an oncoming disaster, while the instruction the narrator gives to ...notify my next of kin.... makes it seem inevitable. 

The song has three eight-line verses and a repeated ABCB rhyme scheme. Dylan’s use of language is precise and direct. He begins and ends each verse with the phrase ...If your memory serves you well... The narrator addresses a single figure throughout, although we are given no indication whether this is a man, a woman, a lover, a friend, an enemy or even another aspect of the narrator’s personality. The song begins with the narrator suggesting that he and the addressee have an arrangement to meet, presumably after a separation.

It seems, however, that he or she has not shown up ...I’m going to unpack all my things... the narrator tells us ...and sit before it gets too late... The following lines ...No man alive will come to you/ With another tale to tell... uses what is normally an exclamatory phrase of shock (‘man alive!’) in a strikingly unusual way. The narrator appears to be implying that only he is capable of telling the story that is required here. The lines: ...but you know that we shall meet again/ If your memory serves you well... imply that their eventual reunion is inevitable. This adds to the song’s sense of fatalism. Even though it is narrated as if the coming crash is in the future, there is also a nagging sense that it has actually already happened. 

The imagery in the second verse has often been associated with heroin or amphetamine use. The narrator declares that ...I was goin’ to confiscate your lace/ And wrap it up in a sailor’s knot/ And hide it in your case... These lines may also have a perfectly innocent meaning, as if the narrator is playing some kind of practical joke. Some commentators have, however, interpreted the lines as indicating that he intends to ‘confiscate’ the addressee’s drug paraphernalia and stash it away - ‘lace’ referring to the means by which addicts tie a string or bootlace around their arm to restrict blood flow and ‘raise a vein’. But this is followed by the more uncertain ...If I knew for sure that it was yours/ But it was oh so hard to tell... as if the narrator is not entirely convinced that the addressee is a ‘user’. 

The final verse resolves none of the song’s mysteries but merely deepens them. The repetition of ...If your memory serves you well... becomes almost a threat here, as if the narrator is sarcastically reminding the addressee of unfinished business. He states that ...You’ll remember that you’re the one/ That called on me to call on them to get you your favors done... What these ‘favors’ are will never be revealed. Then we hear that ...And after every plan had failed and there was nothing more to tell/ You knew that we would meet again/ If your memory serves you well...

In the end, these problems are irresolvable. The wheels have come off the narrator’s life and the coming explosion cannot be prevented. Perhaps it is death that awaits him and his reunion can only occur in the afterlife. Or maybe he is desperately trying to create a new life for himself as his old existence explodes. Much of the power of the song lies in the fact that it never reveals its secrets, which are buried in its hidden ‘memories’. 

The strange, almost childish picture that adorns the cover of The Band​’s first album Music from Big Pink​, released in July 1968, is the first of Bob Dylan’s paintings that will appear on an LP sleeve. It depicts five members of a band on various instruments and a man playing a sitar. In the corner of the frame, for no obvious reason, Dylan has included an elephant. Perhaps this is a visual joke, with Dylan portraying himself as the ‘elephant in the room’. Although he does not play or sing on the album, The Band​’s style is clearly a product of the ‘musical education’ they had received from Dylan during the making of The Basement Tapes​. 

With its unique musical synthesis, the album pointed a route away from psychedelic excesses. Although it did not achieve massive sales figures, it turned out to be incredibly influential. It was inevitable, perhaps, that the ‘flower power’ era - with all its gimmicky associations - would be short lived. For those musicians looking for a new approach, Music from Big Pink​ was a revelation. Eric Clapton​ was said to have broken up his hugely successful psychedelic blues band Cream​ after hearing it. The Beatles​ - especially George Harrison​ - were also very impressed and their ‘return to roots’ on the ‘White​ Album’ and the Get Back​ project was directly influenced by Big Pink​’s ‘back to basics’ ethos. 

The album includes The Band​’s pristine, soulful versions of I Shall Be Released​ and Tears of Rage​, sung with tremulous grace by Richard​ Manuel​ and This Wheel’s on Fire​, sung by Rick Danko​. It also features several Robbie Robertson​ compositions, including The Weight​, Chest Fever​, Caledonia Mission​ and To Kingdom Come​ and the aching In a Station​, We Can Talk​ and Lonesome Suzie​ by Manuel​. These songs all take place in a landscape of ‘skewed Americana’ which resembles that of still unreleased Dylan songs like Tiny Montgomery​, Lo and Behold​ and Yea, Heavy and a Bottle of Bread​. Thus, Dylan’s presence as the ‘elephant in the room’ is almost palpable. You might say that he is simultaneously ‘there’ and ‘not there’. 

​Down in the Flood (often called Crash on the Levee​) is one of Dylan’s most fully realised excursions into the blues, in terms its musical construction, its imagery and its awareness of the history of the genre. It subsequently became one of the most performed songs from the collection and a staple of Dylan’s live shows. The two takes are fairly low key, led by Dylan on acoustic guitar, with organ and piano providing relatively quiet support. Both last just two minutes. The song builds on a number of celebrated blues compositions, including many that were written shortly after the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927​, such as Bessie Smith​’s​ Back Water Blues​, Barbecue Bob’s​ Mississippi Heavy Water Blues​, Charley Patton’s High Water Everywhere​ and Memphis Minnie and Kansas Joe McCoy​’s When the Levee Breaks​.

Dylan’s repeated refrain, which is delivered in a purely stoical tone of acceptance, runs ...Oh mama, you gonna miss your best friend now/ You gonna have to find yourself another best friend somehow... These lines are partly derived from Richard​ ‘’Rabbit’ Brown​’s seminal 1927 James​ Alley Blues which appears on Harry Smith​’s​ Anthology of American Folk Music​. Dylan performed this song several times in his early days and he also mines it for some lines on 1962’s Mixed Up Confusion​ and 1964’s Black Crow Blues​. 

In the manner of the previous songs about the Great Flood, the details of the devastation are delivered without undue emotion, as if the coming of such a cataclysm is only to be expected. Blues singers very often dealt with such disasters in a relatively matter of fact way, as they did with the often dismal conditions of their own lives. Down in the Flood​ could be said to contain all these previous songs, even though it is not specifically concerned with the 1927 deluge. 

The language Dylan uses is sparing, bleak and tightly wound: ...Crash on the levee, mama... he begins ...Water’s gonna overflow/ Swamp’s gonna rise/ No boat’s gonna row... He tells his ‘mama’ that she can ...Train on down to Williams​ Point... and that even if she could ‘bust her feet’ or ...rock this joint... she cannot change things. Williams​ Point is actually a location on the coast of Florida, which does experience flooding, but the song is not directly linked to any specific location. 

The point of these lines is to stress that the coming inundation is unavoidable. It may be, however, that the approaching flood is merely a metaphor for the end of a relationship, with the narrator (employing typical blues bravado) conjuring up a supposed natural catastrophe as a warning to the woman. He emphasises that he is determined that she should leave ...Now, don’t try and move me... he tells her ...You’re just gonna lose/There’s been a crash on the levee/ And mama, you’ve been refused... 

The lines that follow: ...It’s sugar for sugar/ And salt for salt/ If you go down in the flood/ It’s gonna be your fault... are also quoted almost verbatim from James​ Alley Blues. The memorable expression ‘sugar for sugar, salt for salt’ is a wonderful example of the ambiguity of blues poetry. The alliterative phrases, which slide off the tongue so easily, seem to suggest that the quantities of love and bitterness in the relationship have been equally supplied by both sides. We are also reminded that such substances do not mix. 

In the final verse the narrator repeats his warning that ...the high tide’s risin’... but the next lines indicate that this may in reality be a ‘tide’ of his own anger ...Pack up your suitcase... he orders her calmly ...Mama, don’t make a sound... He then follows this up with terse lines that match those from the previous verse: ...Now it’s king for king/ Queen for queen/ It’s gonna be the meanest flood/ That anybody’s seen... ‘King​ for king’ and ‘queen for queen’ are metaphorical phrases derived from chess, in that both parties have lost their main assets in their ‘game’. It also portrays both of them as being so self-righteous that they have brought about the coming ‘flood’ themselves. 

We are given no details as to why the relationship in the song has gone wrong or even who the protagonists are. It may well be that the narrator, like those of so many blues songs, is merely pretending to be tough and to ‘lay down the line’. The use of the expression ‘best friend’ rather than ‘lover’ also creates further ambiguity.

As in This Wheel’s on Fire​, Dylan plays with apocalyptic imagery here in a way that may again reflect on his ‘retreat’ from the mainstream. Before his motorcycle accident​ he had been pushing himself mentally and physically through a gruelling schedule of work and touring (supported by what he euphemistically called the ’medicine’ he needed to get him through all this). Now he is apologising to his fans, telling them that he will be retreating from them and that they will ...have to find another best friend somehow... 

In the highly enigmatic and darkly humorous Too Much of Nothing​ and Nothing Was Delivered​, Dylan again focuses on the notion of ‘nothingness’ or absence. Both songs consist of three verses full of rather puzzling statements, held together by distinctive choruses. Although they edge towards nonsense at times, they also provide a kind of skewed commentary on the rationale behind the post-accident rural retreat. In a reaction against the expansive epic creations of the last few years, Dylan is now writing in a more compressed and suggestive way, often using assumed narrative voices. 

The influence of Shakespeare​ is again noticeable, along with that of Zen​ Buddhism (which Dylan had been introduced to through the work of the Beat poets) and the poetry of T. S. Eliot​. The philosophical element of Zen implies that all meaning is essentially indefinable, as it is continually shifting. Zen students are thus frequently said to be aspiring to achieve ‘nothing’. In Like a Rolling Stone​ Dylan had declared ...When you ain’t got nothin', you got nothin' to lose... which in itself resembles a Zen paradox. 

Too Much of Nothing​, of which two takes were laid down, follows the pattern of many of the Basement Tapes​ songs. It features obscure and sometimes surreal imagery which is infused with literary and musical allusions. The narrator assumes the voice of a moralist, in the manner of much country and gospel material. In one sense Dylan appears to be ‘preaching’ about the dangers of the kind of lifestyle he had recently been following ...Too much of nothing... he begins ...can make a man feel at ease... This is a fairly mild statement, but Dylan’s rather growly vocal, which is influenced by the deep, rich and sometimes ‘scary’ sound of the voice of Johnny Cash​, already makes the everyday phrase ‘ill at ease’ sound distinctly unsettling. 

The volume of the instruments and the intensity of the singing rise as more and more levels of uncertainty are added. The narrator’s ominous pronouncement that ...One man’s temper might rise, while another man’s temper might freeze... emphasises this, as he acknowledges that the obsessive search to achieve ‘nothingness’ can have radically different effects on people. Then he steps back into ‘preacher’ mode, declaring ...Now it’s that day of confession/ We cannot mock a soul... 

He is now ready to ‘confess’ that ...When there’s too much of nothing/ No one has control... Thus he acknowledges the dangers of the lifestyle and philosophy he had previously been bound up in, admitting that it involves aspirations which can lead to tragic as well as inspiring outcomes. As the verse ends, Manuel​ plays a few staccato notes on the piano to lead into the chorus, while the level of the music rises ominously. 

Dylan then delivers one of his most enigmatic choruses: ...Say hello to Valerie, say hello to Vivienne/ Give her all my salary on the waters of oblivion... supported by high pitched backing vocals from Manuel​ and Danko​. It might be assumed that ‘Valerie’ and ‘Vivienne’ are typical random Dylan characters but, as Michael Gray​ has pointed out, these are actually the names of T.S. Eliot​’s wives. Given the subject matter of the song, this is surely more than a coincidence. 

Dylan’s fascination with ‘nothingness’ in the Zen​ or Shakespearean senses is also connected to the influence of Eliot​’s poetry. In Desolation Row​ he had actually name checked Eliot​ in a gently mocking way, implying that the older poet’s poetry was somewhat dry and lifeless. Now, having glimpsed what an encounter with nothingness might lead to, Dylan may have changed his mind. In his most famous poem, The Wasteland​, one of the key texts of literary modernism which confronts the spectre of post World War One disillusionment, Eliot​ comments several times on the meaning of ‘nothing’. In doing so he is also referring back to Shakespeare​’s preoccupation with the word in King​ Lear​. 

In Ode to a Nightingale​ Keats, comparing his state of mind to one who had just taken opium, describes himself as sinking ‘Lethe-wards’. Similarly, Dylan’s ‘waters of oblivion’ may be a reference to drug addiction. At the same time he seems to be proposing to rid Eliot​’s wives of their memories. The assumption appears to be that Eliot​, like Dylan, had experienced the negative consequences of nothingness, not through drug taking but through his deep perception of a godless post-war world.

The rest of the song follows the pattern set by the first verse, with the music again rising to a series of minor crescendos. We first hear that ...Too much of nothing/ Can cause a man to weep/ He can walk the streets and boast like most/ Of what he’d like to keep... In the second version lines two and four run ...Can make a man abuse a king... and ...But he wouldn’t know a thing... Both versions communicate pretty much the same message - that the experience of ‘nothing’ can change a person’s character, making them sorrowful, abusive and egotistical. 

Dylan asserts that ...Now, it’s all been done before/ It’s all been written in the book... which possibly implies a Biblical connection. The concluding lines are particularly menacing: ...But when there’s too much of nothing/ Nobody should look... which implies that, when ‘nothingness’ takes over, the consequences will be horrifying. If a person is consumed in this way, no religious or scientific text will then be of any use. 

In the final verse Dylan begins ...Too much of nothing can turn a man into a liar/ It can cause some men to sleep on nails, it can cause others to eat fire... Here he acknowledges that ‘nothingness’ can lead religious devotees of certain faiths to indulge in extremely dangerous practices. He concludes that ...Ev’rybody’s doin’ somethin’, I heard it in a dream/ But when there’s too much of nothing, it just makes a fella mean... Here he assumes a faux-naïve narrative role, juxtaposing the deliberate vagueness of the first line with the use of the highly colloquial term ‘fella’. Thus he adds a touch of light humour to what is, in places, a chilling little drama. 

In contrast, Nothing Was Delivered​ appears at first to be relatively light-hearted. Built around a Fats Domino​ style barrelhouse piano riff played by Manuel​, it swings along at an agreeable pace. But in some ways it is an even darker piece. The narrator is making strong demands on an unnamed person, in a way that does more than just hint at coercive control. Yet we never find out who either character is, why he is doing this, why he is so determined to get information from the person or what it is was that was ‘not delivered’. It might be that he is a police officer or a military figure who is holding the other person captive, as the whole song is a kind of interrogation. The chorus ...Nothing is better, nothing is best/ Take care of yourself, get plenty of rest... is strangely patronising and possibly threatening. Perhaps there is more torture to come. 

The most remarkable thing about the song is its almost complete lack of context. The narrator begins ...Nothing was delivered, and I tell this truth to you/ Not out of spite or anger, but simply because it’s true... Like all good torturers, he counters his threats with mock-friendliness and honesty. He is actually quite polite as he tells his victim ...Now I hope you won’t object to giving/ Giving back all of what you owe... This suggests that there is a debt to be paid. The victim is told ...The fewer words you have to waste on this, the sooner you can go... although there seems to be no reason why he should be believed.

This set-up is reminiscent of the methods of the Spanish Inquisition​, in which those arrested were not even informed of what their supposed ‘crime’ was, and of the similar fate suffered by Joseph K in Franz Kafka​’s ultra-paranoid The Trial​ (1915), a key work of modernist literature. The narrator coolly continues ...I can’t say I sympathise/ For what your fate is going to be/ For telling all those lies... This is even more ominous and threatening. He demands ...some answers for what you’ve sold that’s not been received... and again assures him that he will be released when those answers are forthcoming.

Finally the interrogator demands to know ...just what you had in mind/ When you made everybody pay... and then reasserts the message that he will not be released until he ‘coughs up’. The scenario of the song can be applied to a number of different situations as we are told ‘nothing’ about the circumstances, except for vague references to the person having not paid his or her debts. A drug deal may be involved here. Perhaps the narrator is actually a criminal who has the other person tied to a chair, as in the comic/horrific scene in Quentin Tarantino​’s ultra-violent Reservoir Dogs​ (1992). 

We might even imagine that the set-up is similar to the occasions when Dylan faced interviewers asking personal questions, to which he generally replied in a highly roundabout fashion. Perhaps the most well-known instance of this was in a press conference in San Francisco in 1965. When Dylan was asked whether he considered himself a song writer or a poet, he replied, laughing ...Well, I think of myself as more of a song and dance man ... Evasiveness has always been one of his talents. He is skilled at revealing very little (or, preferably, ‘nothing’) about his own private life or his political beliefs. Nothing Was Delivered encapsulates such a position. Its narrator is reminiscent of one of Eliot​’s ‘hollow men’.

––––––––
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March 1966. The readers of that paragon of intellectual culture, Playboy​ magazine, find themselves temporarily distracted from the decidedly unreal-looking bodies of the models who adorn its centre folds, as this issue also contains an interview by their correspondent Nat Hentoff​ with no less an oracle than the ‘famous folk singer and poet’ Mr. Bob Dylan. It is later revealed that the whole thing is something of a playful scam. In fact Dylan had composed his answers to questions he mostly thought up himself. At one point, he is asked ...Why have you stopped composing and singing protest songs?... 

Dylan’s reply, which has obviously been well thought out, is a brilliantly mocking and ever so slightly surreal piece of etymological analysis:

...I’ve stopped composing and singing anything that has a reason to be written or a motive to be sung... he begins ...The word ‘protest’, I think, was made up for people undergoing surgery. It’s an amusement park word. A normal person in his righteous mind would have to have the hiccups to pronounce it honestly. The word ‘message’ strikes me as having a hernia-like sound. It’s just like the word ‘delicious’. Also the word ‘marvellous’... Message songs, as everybody knows, are a drag. It’s only college newspaper editors and single girls under fourteen who could possibly have time for them...

––––––––
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Many of the songs on The Basement Tapes​ are humorous one-offs. Apple Suckling Tree​ features minimal ’nonsense lyrics’ and relies mainly on the chorus line, the much repeated ...Underneath that tree/ There’s just gonna be you and me/ Underneath that apple suckling tree, oh yeah!... The song is populated by a set of random characters, including an old man in a boat who is apparently ...pulling down on a paling hook... and a lady who the narrator ‘pushes out of line’. In a second take Dylan makes up different lyrics. The instrumental passages allow the musicians to stretch out and thanks to their combined efforts - led by Dylan’s ‘primitive’ but highly expressive piano playing - it certainly swings. 

Bourbon Street​ is another ‘joke number’ in which the references to the famous centre of night life in New Orleans are constantly punned with ‘bourbon’ - the popular American whisky brand. Dylan sounds decidedly ‘sloshed’ as he mutters much nonsense about putting ...all your loving apples on your feet... proclaiming that ...You can bag it down in butter, butter sweet... The song almost grinds to a halt halfway through, as if the singer has fallen off his stool. Then the shaky tune reasserts itself as the narrator announces that ...the girls they won’t forget you down on Bourbon Street... and utters several cries of ...Here they come now!... The musicians play along with the joke, with Danko​’s very wonky euphonium enhancing the atmosphere of inebriation. 

The slow blues Get Your Rocks Off​ is another mildly funny effort. Much of it consists of continual repetition of the title phrase, backed up by Danko​ and Manuel​ providing spooky, Addams Family style responses such as ...Get em off!...  Hudson​’s swirling organ dominates the track, giving it a certain charm midway between a horror movie and a fairground ride. The song is basically a reconstruction of Fats Domino​’s famous ‘50s classic Blueberry Hill​, which is acknowledged in the line ...Well you know, late last night up on Blueberry Hill​/ One man turned to another and said, with a blood curdling chill “Get your rocks off!”... crossed with the ‘comic horror’ style of Screamin’ Jay Hawkins​’​ I Put a Spell on You​...

The inherent joke is that while the phrase ‘getting your rocks off’ is a hip euphemism for having sex, here it is used in its less common meaning, with ‘rocks’ standing in for ‘eyes’. Thus the lines ...Well, we was cruisin’ down the highway in a Greyhound bus/ All kinds-a children in the side road, they was hollerin’ at us... can be seen as a somewhat lopsided comment on ‘the price of fame’.

Odds and Ends​ is a fast and energetic ‘fun’ rock song, slightly reminiscent of the tongue in cheek If You Gotta Go, Go Now​. In this case, however, the narrator is not attempting to seduce the girl but is trying rather desperately to get some relief from her lustful appetites. The musicians certainly ‘kick ass’ here. Dylan spits out the lyrics, Manuel​ puts in a creditable performance on drums and Robertson​ supplies a stuttering lead guitar part which segues into a beautifully controlled solo that recalls Mike Bloomfield’s​ work on Highway 61​ 

...I plan it all and I take my place... the irritable narrator begins ...You break your promise all over the place/ You promised to love me, but what do I see/ Just you comin’ and spillin’ juice over me... the implication being that, rather than desiring ‘true love’, she just wants to have sex with him. Already, however, the narrator’s pretence at being hurt by this is somewhat hard to believe, an impression which is heightened by Dylan’s faux-naïve delivery. He may be complaining, but it is obvious that he has not turned her down. 

The key word here, of course, is ‘juice’. Apart from the obvious sexual connotation, enhanced by the innuendo of ...comin’... this may also refer to her continually making demands on him  ...Now you take your file and you bend my head... he complains ...I never can remember everything that you said... before repeating his complaint ...You’re always spillin’ juice on me like you got no place to go... In the final verse he throws in more innuendo: ...I’ve had enough. My box is clean/ You know what I’m sayin’ and you know what I mean... before expressing some supposedly hurt feelings: ...From now on, you best get on someone else/ While you’re doin’ it, keep that juice to yourself... Telling her to ‘get on someone else’ may have an obvious sexual connotation, but it may also refer to her ‘bugging’ him. 

The chorus: ...Odds and ends, odds and ends/ Lost time is not found again... is more scathing, implying that the time he has spent being intimate with her has been wasted. But the vocal tone Dylan adopts maintains the comical panic of the supposedly oppressed male throughout. It is tempting to picture the narrator as an over-sexed, over-hyped rock star, beset by ‘hungry’ groupies who merely want to gain another notch on their bed posts. 

Putting these words in the mouth of a male narrator shows how Dylan understands the way much early rock and roll played with sexual identity. Jerry Lee Lewis​ would no doubt have made a tasty meal of this song had he attempted it. Little Richard​, Dylan’s great rock and roll hero, would have been particularly proud. In the context of Dylan’s ‘retreat’, the song signifies that he will no longer be ‘seduced’ by ‘time wasting’ temptations, especially related to the sexual gratification which had continually been on offer to him while he remained a public figure.

Clothes Line Saga​ is a finely tuned and sharply observed country pastiche which was unknown to collectors until it appeared on the original CBS release. Its approach, which is quite unique in Dylan’s entire oeuvre, is to present a series of mundane images with a deadpan vocal, in a song which is a cleverly executed satire on country music’s preoccupation with ‘everyday life’. The song was originally entitled Answer to Ode, revealing its origins as a parody of Bobbie Gentry​’s murder ballad Ode to Billy Joe​, which topped the charts on both sides of the Atlantic in mid-1967 and which Dylan must have heard being played constantly on the radio. 

Ode to Billy Joe​ is a brilliantly written country song with an extremely sharp lyric. It concerns a mysterious death, possibly by suicide, of a young man somewhere in the Deep South. The revelation of the grisly details occurs during a family meal, in between mundane references to biscuits, black eyed peas and the visit of a ‘nice young preacher’s son’. The female narrator is a young girl who we may assume was romantically involved with the dead boy. It is one of the most sophisticated examples of the Southern gothic​ genre, which would later feature strongly in Robbie Robertson​’s highly subtle, atmospheric and character-driven songs on The Band​’s early albums. 

Given Dylan’s great respect for country music, it is highly unlikely that Clothes Line is intended as anything more than a respectful parody. But it is so self-assured and complete that it quickly takes on a life of its own. The musicians again demonstrate their virtuosity as they set up an insistent groove, dominated by Danko​’s deliberately plodding bass and Hudson​’s churchy organ. The song works so well because it maintains a consistent tone throughout, as it relates a story in which - at least on the surface - nothing really happens.

The narrator is, like Gentry​’s protagonist, obviously one of the children of an ordinary family. He relates an extremely commonplace set of events - the hanging out and taking in of some clothes that have just been washed. We hear that ...Mama come in and picked up a book/ An’ Papa asked her what it was. Someone else asked “What do you care?”/ Papa said “Well, just because”... We will never find out the title of Mama’s book, although it is obviously not a Bible. 

The next day, the family gets up to see if the clothes they had hung out have dried. Meanwhile a neighbour comes by and makes an announcement: ...”Have you heard the news”, he said with a grin/ The Vice-President’s gone mad!”... The response displays some brilliantly deadpan comic timing ...”Where?”, “Downtown”, “When?”, “Last Night”, “Hmmm, say that’s just too bad!”... The neighbour’s response is “Well, there’s nothin’ we can do about it/ It’s just somethin’ we’re gonna have to forget”... Mama merely replies ...“Yes, I guess so”... before inquiring if the clothes are still wet. 

The narrator then conducts a trivial conversation with the neighbour, as if the supposedly ‘shocking’ political news had never been mentioned. We are even told that ...my neighbor, he just blew his nose... Papa then asks the narrator to bring in the clothes. The song ends with the blandest of statements imaginable: ...I went back in the house and Mama met me/ And then I shut all the doors...

The song works so well because it takes the basic conceit of Gentry​’s song - that dark forces lurk beneath the seemingly humdrum lives of normal American families - a theme that was later exploited to great comic effect in David Lynch​’s surreal movie Blue​ Velvet​ (1987) and his TV series Twin Peaks​ (1990) - and exaggerates it. The news that ‘the Vice President’s gone mad’ is never explained, although it is the only real ‘event’ that happens in the song. 

Whereas the family in Ode to Billy Joe​ discuss the death of ‘Billy Joe McAllister’ in a curiously offhand way, this ‘shocking’ revelation is glossed over completely - the implication being that ordinary people have no real concern or involvement with the political world and that they have absolutely no control over or interest in political forces. Thus Clothes Line, for all its deadpan humour, also works as a statement about the gulf between rulers and the ruled in America. It might even be called a protest song, filtered through the bizarre logic and snatches of references to small town America that pepper the songs on The Basement Tapes​. Despite its bland surface, it also has a certain air of menace. It implies that the news that the friendly neighbour brings could equally have been about a nuclear exchange, or the Vietnam​ War, and the response would have been the same. 

January 20th 1986. The John F. Kennedy​ Center​ for the Performing Arts is the venue for an ‘All Star Celebration Honoring Martin​ Luther King​ Jr’. Among the speakers and performers are Charlton Heston​, Harry Belafonte​, Neil Diamond​ and Joan Baez​. Leading the show is Stevie Wonder​, whose introduction to another star performer begins ...In the ‘50s and ‘60s, times were changing, and the man who through his music was on the cutting edge of those changes was our good friend, and hero, Mr. Bob Dylan... Backed by Stevie’s band Wonderlove​ and backing singers Madelyn Quebec​, Peggi Blu​ and Queen Esther Marrow,​ Dylan launches into a lively gospel-flavoured version of I Shall Be Released​,​ a song which he had already performed on several hundred occasions. 

For some reason Dylan has rewritten the lyrics of the song. He adds the line ...I don’t need no doctor or no priest... to the refrain. The second verse now runs ...It don’t take much to be a criminal/ One wrong move and they’ll turn you into one/ At first decay is just subliminal/ To protect yourself and you’re forever on the run... while the third verse goes ...He will find you where you’re stayin’/ Even in the arms of somebody else’s wife/ You’re laughing now, you should be prayin’/ To be in the midnight hour of your life... He will never again perform these lyrics, which do not seem to be related to Martin​ Luther King​ or the Civil Rights movement in any way. 

Whether the final lines are a tribute to Wilson​ Pickett​’s In the Midnight Hour​ and Stevie Wonder​’s Sunshine of My Life​ is open to question. He then joins with Stevie, along with Peter, Paul and Mary​. They gather round the microphone to perform a ragged version of Blowin’ in the Wind​,​ again delivered with gospel stylings. If you close your eyes, you might just imagine that they are onstage at the Newport Folk Festival in 1964​. 

––––––––
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I Shall Be Released​ is one of the most covered works in Bob Dylan’s catalogue. Nina Simone​, Joe Cocker​, Joni Mitchell​, Paul Weller​, Neil Young​, Tom Robinson​, Rory Gallagher, Jeff Buckley, The Heptones​, Chrissie Hynde​, U2​, Sting​, Elvis​ Presley and Joan Baez​ are among those who have recorded it. Amid the craziness and chaos of The Basement Tapes​, it is a passionately serious cry for help which presents us with one of Dylan’s most resonant original melodies and an eminently singable chorus. 

The song’s recording history is, however, strangely chequered. Its first appearance on an official Dylan album was on More Greatest Hits​ in 1971, in a low key and shortened version recorded with banjo player Happy Traum​. The original recording did not appear on an official release until the first Bootleg Series​ came out in 1991. By then it had already become a Dylan standard. After 1975 it frequently featured in his set lists and was played around 500 times in the 1980s and on the Never Ending Tour​. It is perhaps most associated with the recording by The Band​ on Music from Big Pink​. Their arrangement is developed from the Basement Tapes​ version, but is tightened up considerably, featuring one of Richard​ Manuel​’s most impassioned vocal performances, with winning harmonies from Levon Helm​ and Rick Danko​ on the choruses. The anguished lyrics are a perfect fit with Manuel​’s moving ‘high lonesome’ vocal delivery.

I Shall Be Released​ is the first of what might be called Dylan’s ‘secular hymns’. It incorporates various elements that are prominent in the gospel music tradition, especially in its use of a plaintive chorus and of piano as the lead instrument. The song has a definite quality of spiritual yearning. It is interesting that, as the endless tapes of the Get Back​ sessions reveal, The Beatles​ played around with it at this time. This may have influenced Paul McCartney​ in the writing of his similarly gospel-tinged ballad Let it Be. Both songs have highly personal resonances, with McCartney​ recalling memories of his deceased mother and Dylan expressing his wish to be freed from the constraints of fame and the treadmill of endless shows and public appearances.

The song has only three short four-line verses, which use a basic ABCD rhyme scheme. The language is fairly plain and the imagery is highly generalised. The song is the cry of a prisoner who has been unjustly jailed and who desperately wants to be free. Yet despite the ringing declaration of the title line, the emotional core of the song is perhaps more despairing than hopeful. The contrast between these two elements is what makes it so moving. Every word is carefully chosen to increase this effect. As with the songs on John Wesley Harding​, various archaic terms are cleverly utilised to give it a particularly timeless quality. The chorus: ...I see my light come shining/ From the West​ out to the East/ Any day now, any day now/ I shall be released... is perfectly formed and highly suggestive. The choice of the pronoun ‘my’ rather than ‘the’ is especially important as it allows us to identify closely with the protagonist, so that each singer of the song can attach a personal meaning. 

The lines move seamlessly from the present tense to the future. The phrase ‘from the West​ out to the East’ appears to encompass an entire day, as the narrator watches the sun rise, cross the sky and then set. We may imagine that the prisoner stares out of the bars of his cell every day as this pattern repeats itself, suggesting that he will have to exercise considerable patience before his release. The repetition of ‘any day now’ adds to the yearning quality of the refrain, as if the narrator cannot quite believe that one day he will leave the prison. 

The song begins with a highly ambiguous statement: ...They say everything can be replaced/ Yet every distance is not near... The first line appears to be a recognition of universal mutability, acknowledging the impermanence of thoughts, ideas and life itself. The second implies that many goals in life are almost out of reach. This is followed by the mournfully self reflective ...So I remember every face/ Of every man who put me here... Again the repetition of ‘every’ is emphasised. These lines might, when read on the page, indicate that the protagonist may be out for revenge, but the sonorous melody gives the impression that he has had to practice stoical acceptance over what may well have been many years in incarceration. 

The second verse takes something of an unexpected turn as the prisoner now thinks beyond his own position to make some generalised observations: ...They say every man needs protection/ They say every man must fall... lines which emphasise his vulnerability and which mix fear and trepidation with a kind of philosophical acceptance of his situation. 

There is also a suggestion that he accepts his existence in a fallen world in which virtue and truth do not always prevail. This is contrasted starkly against the highly personal lines which follow, which are perhaps the most poignant in the song: ...Yet I swear I see my reflection/ Somewhere so high above this wall... This suggests an image of the prisoner staring up into the sky, or perhaps the heavens, where he sees a reflection of himself. Perhaps this is wishful thinking but we get the sense that in the inner core of his being he is stating that he will always, in fact, be free. 

The third verse begins with the song’s strangest couplet: ...Yonder down here in this lonely crowd/ Is a man who swears he's not to blame... The phrase ‘lonely crowd’ may be an oxymoron but it is also an evocative description of those who are imprisoned - they are surrounded by other prisoners but still inevitably experience great loneliness. One of the most unusual aspects of the lines in this verse is the way that Dylan switches perspective. We are not told whether the man is the narrator himself or one of his compatriots. The lines which follow are especially painful: ...All day long I hear him shout so loud/ Crying out that he’s been framed... We can only speculate as to whether the narrator is sympathising with a friend or whether he is listening to his own inner cries. 

Much of the song’s power lies in the details of the story that are omitted. The actual references to imprisonment are deliberately vague. ‘Down on Parchman Farm’ this is not. We may presume that ‘the man who put me here’ has framed him for a crime that he did not commit and that the wall in verse two is a high prison wall. It is also possible to theorise that the narrator is merely in a prison of his own mind. The philosophical diversions that open the first two verses strongly suggest that his situation is a metaphor for a kind of spiritual entrapment. He has apparently allowed various nameless persons, or perhaps inner thoughts, to imprison him. 

On another level the song conveys a wish to be released from the ‘slings and arrows’ of life itself and thus can be seen as portraying the narrator’s hope of salvation in the afterlife. Or it may be an expression of his strong desire to rise above the constraints that having to live and survive in the ‘real world’ places on us. It can be presented as a slow, mournful ballad - as in Joe Cocker​’s masterful reading - or as a cheerful plea for freedom, as Chrissie Hynde​ treats it. Nina Simone​’s gut-wrenching cover links the song to the ethos of black liberation. In the hands of Joan Baez​ it becomes an anthem for persecuted political prisoners. In the 1980s it was also adopted as an anthem for Amnesty International. 

I Shall Be Released​’’s greatness as a work of art is enhanced by the fact that it can be sung in so many different ways. Of all the Basement Tapes​ songs, it is the one with the most universal appeal. It has been utilised as an opportunity for a climactic sing-along in shows in which Dylan shares the stage with others on a number of occasions, such as the Last Waltz​ concert in 1978 and the Great Music Experience​ shows in Nara, Japan in 1994, when he was backed by an orchestra. The song is an exquisite and practically flawless example of the power of ‘song poetry’ to express a whole range of different emotions at the same time. 
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Two: I’m Not There​, I’m Gone


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


...Alice: "If I had a world of my own, everything would be nonsense. Nothing would be what it is because everything would be what it isn't. And contrariwise, what it is, it wouldn't be, and what it wouldn't be, it would...

Lewis Carroll

​Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland​​​

...Talking nonsense is the sole privilege mankind possesses over the other organisms. It's by talking nonsense that one gets to the truth! I talk nonsense, therefore I'm human...

Fyodor Dostoevsky,

​Notes From Underground

.... I am he as you are he as you are me and we are all together...

John Lennon​, I Am the Walrus​

––––––––
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The Basement Tapes​ is a unique set of songs in which Bob Dylan mines a number of popular American musical forms, while taking his exploration of the limits of language to a new level. In doing so, he certainly has a lot of fun. Many of the songs are characterised by bawdy and drunken ironic humour, in an apparent celebration of various forms of debauchery. They are populated by ‘low life’ characters such as pimps, whores, gangsters and gamblers. Some commentators have concluded that attempting to interpret these songs is largely futile. Dylan, we are told, is merely joking around with his compadres, turning out material that they would never expect the wider public to hear, and thus paying little attention to coherence at the expense of spontaneity. It is alleged that he is merely spouting meaningless gibberish for comic effect. 

Such judgements, however, underestimate both Dylan’s interest in experimental literature and his new engagement with a pop sensibility. Characterised by apparently absurd or even surreal juxtapositions, and set in a mythical American landscape and in an uncertain but apparently somewhat archaic time period full of dubious and corrupt characters, the songs appear to use language randomly, even to the extent of employing invented words. Sense and nonsense seem to be interchangeable. The words are often varied in subsequent live recordings of the songs or in Dylan’s edits in the official lyric books. Yet many of them are carefully constructed confections. Despite their suggestive subject matter and the sometimes nonsensical content of their verses, most of them boast ‘catchy’ choruses. Even many decades after their composition, it is hard to listen to these songs without - at least once - cracking into a smile.

Dylan appears to delight in creating characters - usually only mentioned once ‘in passing’ - with distinctively funny names. Vocals are delivered in deep and lugubrious tones, which are rendered more parodic by the deft harmonies supplied by Manuel​ and Danko​. The fact that the tapes were made outside of modern recording studios, and that not all the lyrics are actually intelligible, only adds to their air of mystery. In 1967 Dylan had recently become a father and - no doubt having been called upon to sing lullabies to his kids - may well have been, even if subconsciously, penning material that is reminiscent of nursery rhymes. Many nursery rhymes have a dark side. Ring a Ring a-Roses​, for instance, is said to have originated during the Black Death​, as the children ‘all fall down’. In these ‘Basement’ songs Dylan is clearly in this kind of territory. 

At the time the tapes were being recorded Dylan was under some pressure from his management to produce new material. Later in the year, a fourteen song acetate (which subsequently became the basis for The Little White​ Wonder​) was circulated to various rock musicians with a view to them recording the songs. This may be one reason as to why the material - despite the supposedly impenetrable lyrics - uses more conventional musical structures than Dylan’s previous work, as well as distinctive ‘sing-along’ choruses. 

Several covers - including Manfred Mann​’s​ version of The Mighty Quinn​ and The Byrds​’ country-rock reading of You Ain’t Goin’ Nowhere​ - became hits for other artists. But Dylan’s deliberate engagement with a pop sensibility in the choruses stands in ironic contrast to the gnomic utterances of the verses. The songs are certainly funny but their light-heartedness is often counter posed by the far darker suggestiveness of their arcane imagery. In these compositions, it seems that Dylan is thus deliberately subverting the conventions of the pop industry.  

The first song to be recorded in Big Pink​ which displays these characteristics is the bizarre Tiny Montgomery​. Dylan’s vocals are backed up by the high-pitched harmonies of Manuel​, Helm​ and Robertson​ which counter the rhythmic and infectious main tune. The song has a kind of ‘unsung chorus’ and each verse ends in a refrain indicating that the character will be soon be coming to ‘say hello’. An ambiguous balance is created between light-hearted banter and a threatening tone. 

A nickname like ‘Tiny’ is often given ironically to persons who are very tall - a technique known as antiphrasis. One example was Tiny Tim​, famous in the late 60s for novelty hits like Tiptoe Through the Tulips​ and other show tunes from the pre-war era, delivered in his distinctive falsetto. Tim had been a friend of Dylan in his Greenwich Village​ days and visited Woodstock​ in 1967 where he recorded some songs with The Band​. The name also conjures up an image of a circus strongman. The use of such a nickname can also be vaguely threatening. It is clear from the song that Mr. Montgomery​ is not someone to be messed with. 

Each of the five verses describes how the inhabitants of ‘ol’ Frisco’ will prepare for Tiny’s arrival. The strident guitar rhythm leads straight into Dylan proclaiming ...Well, you can tell everybody down in ol’ Frisco/ Tell ‘em Tiny Montgomery​ says hello... Tiny is then referred to as the bringer of sensual delights: ...Every boy and girl gonna get their bang.... Dylan drawls ...‘Cause Tiny Montgomery​’s gonna shake that thing.... Already the song is infused with sexually suggestive detail, ‘bang’ being a common euphemism for sex while ‘shake that thing’ is a frequently used phrase in the blues relating to sexual displays (as in two different songs with that title recorded by Lightnin’ Hopkins and Wynonie Harris​).

Several other dubious-sounding characters are named, including ...Skinny Moo and T-Bone Frank... who we are told are ...gonna get on down to the Fountain Bank... (presumably to draw their money out in preparation for Tiny’s visit). The next lines: ...One bird book and a buzzard and a crow... again have sexual connotations. A ‘buzzard’ is a man who takes advantage of drunken women, a ‘crow’ is a derogatory word for a supposedly ugly woman and a ‘bird book’ may contain a man’s list of potential dates.

The remaining verses take us into ever more euphemistic territory. The fourth verse contains some bizarre advice regarding Tiny’s arrival: ...Scratch your dad/ Do that bird/ Suck that pig/ And bring it on home... all of which sounds like rather obscure innuendo. The next lines ...Pick that drain and nose that dough... seem to refer to the act of snorting cocaine. We are told that Tiny is the ...king of drunks... and, rather memorably, that he ...squeezes too... Advice is given to two more characters, ‘Lester’ and ‘Lou’ who are told to ...join the monks, the C.I.O​... The initials C.I.O. appear to refer to the Congress of Industrial Organizations, a highly respectable union in the USA. Perhaps joining this group, or a monastery, will help them avoid Mr. Montgomery​.

In the final verse Dylan really lets go, indulging himself in a stream of apparently delirious nonsense: ...Grease that gig and play it plain/ Tell them to go out/ And gas that dog/ Trick on in and flour that snow/ Take it all in and begin to grow/ Now play it low/ And pick it up/ Take it all in/ In a ball cup... There appear to be some arcane drug references here, while the concluding mentions of a ...Three legged man/ And a hot-lipped hoe... seem to be yet more sexual innuendo. 

Tiny Montgomery​ is a delicious slice of parody, which mixes well established euphemisms for sex and drugs with more shadowy references. As well as producing a twisted adult ‘nursery rhyme’, Dylan may be dispatching a strangely coded warning about indulgence in drugs and ‘free love’ to the hippies who are currently converging on ‘Ol’ Frisco’ in this, the ‘summer of love’. The song is also very funny, a quality which is greatly enhanced by Danko​ and Manuel​’s mock doo-wop interjections. It is a riotously self-conscious parody of the kind of euphemistic language - especially referring to matters of sex and drugs - that tends to be espoused by members of the ‘underground’. At the same time it can also be seen as a perfectly harmless ‘nonsense song for kids’.

February 15th 1968. All across the British Isles, families are gathered around their little black and white TVs. They have had their ‘tea’ now and are settling down to the evening’s entertainment. The teens are excited. They are ready to have the usual arguments with their parents over Top of the Pops​, with mum complaining that the young men who are singing ‘look like girls’, while dad, in the midst of reloading his pipe with St. Bruno, grumbles about the lack of ‘proper music’ on the show. He perks up a little, though, when the scantily clad ‘dolly bird’ dancers come on, even if their choreography leaves a little to be desired. The climax of the show occurs, as usual, with the announcement of the ‘Number One’. As a catchy flute intro starts off a now familiar tune, we see the eager studio audience begin to dance - or perhaps ‘shuffle’ would be a better description - to a happy, poppy tune with the highly singable chorus: ...Come all without, come all within/ You’ll not see nothin’ like the Mighty Quinn​!...  

Soon we get a few shots of Manfred Mann​, a successful British pop group with a string of hits under their belt, swaying along and pretending to play their instruments. The lead singer, an undoubtedly pretty young man called Mike D’Abo​, gesticulates as he leads the group through the first verse: ...Everybody’s building ships and boats/ Some are building monuments, others jotting down notes... When he reaches the second verse, as he mimes to ...jumping queues and making haste/ It ain’t my cup of meat... he gives a slight grimace to the camera. You can tell that he is mouthing these words without an inkling of what they mean.... 
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