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FOREWORD


	Letter to Bob











Dear Bob,





The reason I’m writing to you is to wish you a happy 75th birthday. Hey, remember the time I showed you Les Blank’s film of Lightnin’ Hopkins? No? The time you asked me, “Who’s the architect of this house?” And I thought you were quoting from Ezekiel? Ah, well, never mind…


Since the hardcover came out you’ve been busy, man. A couple of albums, including that homage to Frank Sinatra, revisiting your past triumphs via boxed sets (the Basement Tapes, the Holy Trinity albums) and one I thought you’d never want to revisit (Self Portrait). And then there’s your new artwork, wrought iron (as opposed to your habitual wrought irony), and the revelation about how the transmigration of the soul of a dead Hells Angel named Bobby Zimmerman was your primal inspiration. Is this true, Bob? If so everyone is going to have to rewrite their biographies of you.


Okay, I’ll admit it. I developed an unhealthy curiosity about you the first time I listened to “Like a Rolling Stone” in the summer of 1965. That was the weirdest thing I’d ever heard. A new element had entered the periodic table of Pop—everything changed in the twinkling of an eye and 6:13. When I saw photos of you—the shades, the aureole of hair, the polka-dot shirt, the suede high-heeled Beatle boots, I wanted to know what the hell was going on. So I hitched a ride to the Newport Folk Festival to see the wizard play his Fender Strat.


Up in Newport I saw you in the lobby of the Viking Hotel hanging with your entourage—Bobby Neuwirth, Donovan, Victor Maymudes, and other spear carriers. Blissfully ignorant that I was addressing an Inscrutable Oracle, I asked if I could interview you. What was I thinking? I wasn’t a writer of anything; I just figured it would be a way get close to the little godling. You paused to examine me and, with your characteristic hipster drawl, said, “Later, man, much later.”


And so it came to pass that, much later, my obsession came to fruition under the guise of writing a book about you. First, of course, I had to become a writer. That was the easy part. The hard part was when I realized what a formidable, if not impossible, task I had set myself. But, like a zombie drawn to a magnetic sugar mill, that’s the very thing that attracted me.


Who Is That Man, as it happens, is my third attempt to comprehend, bottle, or otherwise capture your exasperatingly slippery essence in print. The first book I wrote remained pretty much in my head. But with such an elusive subject where else would you begin but in your head?


In the intervening decades Dylanology had become a major industry. Like the novel by Kafka I was now the hapless surveyor K. Soon the steps leading up to the Castle started going back down again. Through the eerie fog of my researches I could just make out something, but when the haze cleared I saw it wasn’t a castle at all, but a gigantic head—your head, Bob. Bob’s Brain is what I was going to call this book but “they” wouldn’t let me. Did they seriously think your attorneys might sue for revealing the proprietary contents of your brain? By the way, I’ve included a drawing of it on here.


Next idea: an oral biography. But, what the hell was I going to ask Levon Helm or Al Kooper that they hadn’t been asked hundred times before? Then I heard Levon’s voice was on rest. He had a device in his throat. Couldn’t talk. Oh, that’s great. And if I did get to address the dreaded Dylan questions, I imagined his profound weariness, even prickliness. Then I found out Al Kooper has a quota. He’s besieged with requests for interviews and has had to limit them to three a week. Make your appointment now for next November. Fuck!


I struggled endlessly with extracting tidbits from the dopes I was trying to get to talk to me. Ah, poor me, this oral biography malarkey has made me into a smarmy question-asker, a toadyish interlocutor, crawling on my hands and knees, begging scraps of information, wheedling, misrepresenting myself, putting myself in humiliating situations, and outright lying, just for some pathetic jot or tittle of an anecdote, raking over ground gone over by thousands of busy workers, the Bob gleaners. If only one could apply the thumbscrew and the rack to the Boboisie I was interviewing. If only I were a member of the Inquisition. “Tell me something heart-stoppingly myth-debunking about Bob or I’ll have to waterboard you, you supercilious swine!” Instruments of torture are wasted on political prisoners.


But they were the least of my problems. You only have to pick up a copy of one of the classic oral biographies—Edie: American Girl (Edie Sedgewick), To a Violent Grave (Jackson Pollock), Bloods (Vietnam vets), or Please Kill Me (Punk)—to know there’s something seriously wrong with the idea of an oral biography of Bob Dylan. In these books there are heart-stopping, blood-spurting, semen-drenched scenes on every other page. Your so-called “inner circle” were loath to divulge anything of interest to me for fear of being banished from the court of the Inscrutable Zim.


Besides, from wretched experience I was wary of the value of the fabricated confessions of the rock elite. Being a wrangler of sacred monsters (my day job, writing other people’s autobiographies), I knew all too well about the pitfalls—and sordid glories—of drug-addled rock stars. You know, rambling on about some imagined wrong in their distant past: rapacious managers, junkie lovers, impudent fate, or the guy who stole the money from the T-shirt concession in 1973.


And, of course, the idea that I could get to the bottom of the Dylan mystery by asking you to unriddle your own enigma was hopeless. You know how that would go: not well. Let’s face it, guys in polka-dot shirts and boots of Spanish leather don’t answer direct questions.


Most of the books written about you are by trainspotters and bottle-cap collectors. As an avid consumer of Dylanobilia I say this fondly—God bless the industrious little Dylanological elves who have unearthed all these treasures: biographical, musicological, bootlegological. Even the most conscientious Dylan biographers pursue you as if it were inch-by-inch trench warfare. Like explaining a car by listing its components.


In any case, we don’t really want things explained in the Book of Bob, now do we? We are so far from comprehending you that literal interpretations are pointless. And we really don’t want such a quicksilver character reduced to something as brash and crude as a conclusion.


But who could wish for a more fantastic subject than you, a mercurial temperament, capricious, devious, maddening creature let loose on the world like the hero of a picaresque novel? A mad genius, a mutilator of his own songs—and speaking of songs, on your 70th birthday Rolling Stone listed your seventy best songs. And it didn’t even include my favorites! Any other writer would have been famous for writing five of them. So write on, Bob, as your hero Jack Kerouac told you to do, “Scribbled secret notebooks, and wild typewritten pages for yr own joy… Be crazy dumbsaint of the mind.”




Yrs in a nutshell,


David Dalton
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Dylan digs Dylan in Melody Maker as John Mayall looks over his shoulder. Dylan attempted (unsuccessfully) to record with Eric Clapton and Mayall’s Bluesbreakers in May 1965.



























	
PROLOGUE


	Something Was Happening but I Didn’t Know What It Was: That Afternoon with Bob







IN THE SPRING OF 1970 I SAW LES BLANK’S LUSH, LYRICAL, AND INTIMATE documentaries about the blues singers Lightnin’ Hopkins and Mance Lipscomb (which Les was still editing). They are amazing films—here was the life of the blues itself—and I told whomever I met that summer that they had to see them, that they were essential sacred texts of our culture. As it happened I spent the good part of a week in late June and early July on a train with a bunch of blues freaks (the Band, Leslie West, Janis Joplin, the Grateful Dead) and proselytized Les’s films to one and all. The Band’s Rick Danko asked if Les (who’d by this point moved in with me) might bring the films up to Woodstock so they could all see them. Les and I borrowed a car and drove up to Woodstock to show the films to the Band and assorted Bearsville hipoisie. They were all suitably awed.


A couple of weeks later I got a phone call from Jon Taplin, the Band’s manager. Turns out “Bobby” had heard about Les’s films and wanted to see them. He was going to be in New York on Friday, and Jon asked if I could set up a screening. No need to ask which Bobby he meant. This was the Bobby, Sir Bob himself, my idol, the sublime, inscrutable Bob Dylan. Some years ago Dylan and Howard Alk had taken footage from the Pennebaker documentary of his 1966 European tour and made it into a maddening methedrine-addled antidocumentary called Eat the Document. Taplin explained that Dylan now wanted to release Eat the Document, but in order to distribute it he needed an extra forty-minute film to go with it. He suggested Bob take a look at one of Les Blank’s documentaries.


Les is a large bear of a character—bearded, slow talkin’, Southern. He is a man of few words and fewer effusions of emotion, but the idea that Bob Dylan might see his films visibly animated him. But where to screen the films? My walk-up tenement on East 4th Street was out of the question. By chance I had purloined the keys to my publisher’s fancy brownstone apartment on a fashionable side street on the Upper West Side while he was on holiday. Just the spot.


The day came. On a swelteringly hot afternoon in late July, Les and I lugged a 16 mm projector, a folding screen, and cans of film uptown on the subway. We set it all up, arranged and rearranged the furniture, and waited. Hours went by. Anxious thoughts attacked us. Did we give them the right address? Was this the right day? Finally they arrived. The Band entered in their cowboy regalia, along with wives and girlfriends in airy summer dresses. And then there was Bob himself. It was as if he had fallen out of the sky from another climate entirely—the dead of winter actually. He was dressed in a long wool overcoat, hat, and gloves (and shades, of course). Low blood sugar, perhaps due to his habit, I thought somewhat uncharitably.


Like a sleepwalker taking his nocturnal stroll, Bob walked straight into the house flanked by Robbie Robertson and Rick Danko and sat down. There were no introductions, no small talk. Even members of the Band who knew him as well as anybody treated him with the deference usually reserved for foreign dignitaries.


While the men retired to the dining room where the projector was set up, the women flipped through European fashion magazines in another room. Les, in a state of alert apprehension, ran the Lightnin’ Hopkins film. When it was over Dylan cryptically signaled that he’d seen enough. The lights came up. We all waited for him to say something, but the oracle was silent. Les was now palpably humming with anxiety. I had to do something. I walked over to Dylan, who was still sitting there swaddled in his overcoat and gloves, and asked, “How did you like the film, Bobby?” What was I going to do, call him Mr. Dylan?


He regarded me with a deadpan expression and, passing over my question entirely, asked, “Who’s the architect of this houuuse?” He spoke the way he sang, leaning on the syllables, the way a cowboy might lean on a bar. I was still listening to the music of the words when I realized he was asking me a question. I froze. He couldn’t mean something as literal as this, could he? Dylan being Dylan and all. Of course not. It was code; it was an allegorical question. But about what? I was in a roomful of books and they all had the same title. Like the wicked messenger or Frankie Lee, I was in the presence of the Sibyl but too witless to grasp the message.


The words “architect” and “house” reverberated in my brain. They ballooned into sound sharks and swam eerily through my synapses. They bristled with archaic meanings. They grew huge. They began to fill the room, monstrous dollhouse words that would turn the building inside out if I didn’t stop them. All this was taking place in a fraction of a second I hoped, but it must have been somewhat longer because Dylan spoke again: “Ya know who built this place?”


Okay, the only solution now was to play it straight, pretend to take him at face value. “Bobby,” I said (after all we’d been through we were now firmly on a first-name basis), “I figure this house must have been built in the nineteenth century.”


But centuries and stuff like that meant nothing to Dylan. He wanted that architect. “So can we get this guy?” he persisted. For a moment there, I was Bob Dylan’s contractor. “This was all a hundred years ago,” I said. “Man, the guy is long gone.” Mundane matters like the life expectancy of architects or muleskinners didn’t enter into it. His idea of history was porous. There were no specific time periods. Everybody who’d ever lived was a contemporary: Noah, Jesse James, Bessie Smith, or St. Augustine himself. They all lived in the timeline of the songs.


And then there was that other matter, the onion-domed Xanadu that Dylan was building at Zuma Beach. Like anyone else involved in building a house he was fixated on the minutiae of wallpaper, carpets, and kitchen cabinets. Enigmatic Bob, it turned out, was seriously into paneling. Bob walked over to the intricately paneled oak walls of the dining room.


“How’d they dooo that?” he asked as if it were some lost art.


“Well, you know, with miter boxes, I guess.”


“Miiiter boxes?” Bob liked the sound of the word. Bishops and carpenters, you know, they all used those things.


No one mentioned the movies or whether he liked them or whether Dylan ever considered using them as part of the thing he was putting together for Eat the Document. I went to get a drink of water from the kitchen. When I returned, the Gypsy had gone.


As Les and I walked down the street we wondered how often Dylan encountered situations in which the simplest question could throw his devout followers into a state of paralysis. What if, like some Zen master around whom meanings multiplied like flies, he could never order a cup of coffee or buy a pair of shoes or find a carpenter because no one would believe him capable of such commonplace utterances? Les didn’t seem to mind that much that he wasn’t going to be on a double bill with Dylan. Dylan had seen one of his movies and that was enough for him.
















Each of us is several, is many, is a profusion of selves. So that the self who disdains his surroundings is not the same as the self who suffers or takes joy in them. In the vast colony of our being there are many species of people who think and feel in different ways.


—FERNANDO PESSOA
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Dylan, the new model hipster, perfect even to the rake of his cigarette, checks out his image backstage during his 1965 tour of England. Okay, Bob—now just grab the shades and we’re done.
























Introduction





Those masterful images because complete


Grew in pure mind, but out of what began?


A mound of refuse or the sweepings of a street,


Old kettles, old bottles, and a broken can,


Old iron, old bones, old rags, that raving slut


Who keeps the till. Now that my ladder’s gone,


I must lie down where all the ladders start


In the foul rag and bone shop of the heart.


—W. B. YEATS, “THE CIRCUS ANIMALS’ DESERTION”




“I HAVE HERE SOMETHING THAT’LL SOLVE ALL OUR PROBLEMS.”


“Well, go on, what is it?”


“A bootleg.”


“Oh great. That’s all we need is another bootleg. What’s this one? Copenhagen, April 30, 1966, reel two, second half missing? We’ve got eight thousand bootleg tapes, man; we’re never going to find enough time to listen to them all in our lifetime.”


“It’s not like that.”


“Oh, then what is it?”


[Looks around apprehensively] “Bob’s brain.”


“It’s what!?”


“It’s one of only three bootlegs of Bob’s brain—off a cat scan from when he was, you know, in the hospital in 1997 with, uh, histoplasmowhatever.…”


“Sounds a little gruesome.”


“But do you realize what this means?”


“Listen… man… you okay?”


SUCH TAPES WOULD BE USEFUL, NO QUESTION ABOUT IT, BECAUSE IT’S pretty much what we want to know: What goes on in Dylan’s brain? How does he think, what does he meeeaaan, what are the “keys to the rain,” and such? But, hey, what happens in the neocortex stays in the neocortex, so we’ll have to pursue other means to winkle out the elusive Bob. And this is only fitting since Dylan is essentially a Beat novelist in the manner of Jack Kerouac. The phantasmagoria of his great mid-’60s albums is an expression of his inner turmoil and mirrors the shattering of the culture. The songs on Bringing It All Back Home, Highway 61 Revisited, and Blonde on Blonde are seismic recordings of the conflicts in the streets and in his head, hallucinated autobiographies of himself and his times—the confused signals and psychic static of the ’60s.


Dylan emerged just at the moment the counterculture was hatching, his life inextricably connected to the rise of mass bohemia. Dylan’s own inner demons meshed seamlessly with its antiestablishment rhetoric, drugs, radical politics, mysticism, and amplified free-floating unrest. Dylan’s personal story—whether he likes it or not—is entwined with the ’60s and their aftermath.


An agile, subtle, polytropic mind, he registered America’s 19th nervous breakdown with hallucinatory precision. Fragmented images and cubist songs replaced the storytelling and ballad tableaux of folk songs and transformed the agitprop of protest songs into a roiling, nightmarish vision in which you couldn’t distinguish the chaos outside from the turmoil within.


However far he fled from the front lines, Dylan could never disconnect from the counterculture; he has an umbilical relationship to his time. It is no coincidence that his creative predicament at the beginning of the ’70s paralleled a crisis in the culture. The public and private Dylans—his music, his times, and our perceptions of him—are inextricably linked, a sort of Zeitgeist Kid.


And this is where his many shape-shifting personas come in: dust bowl singer, street urchin, son of Ramblin’ Jack, Folk Messiah, neon Rimbaud, Old Testament prophet, Amish farmer, howdy-neighbor country boy, whiteface death’s-head mummer, Shropshire lad with flowers in his hat, Christlike Bob, born-again Bob, Hasidic Bob, Late-Elvis Dylan with the big WWF belt, Endless Tour Dylan, Jack Fate, Living National Treasure.…


Dylan is a method actor who sees his life as an emblematic movie. You make a song real by becoming the character—the voice—who’s singing it. Dylan’s shedding and adopting of characters (dramatized in the 2007 film I’m Not There) is a form of authentic counterfeit—the minstrel as Hamlet. Dylan sees the entertainer as an American hero. His idols are all entertainers (and writers, a subcategory): Blind Willie McTell, Hank Williams, Dock Boggs, Marlon Brando, Elvis, James Dean, Kerouac. They—along with outlaws, drifters, hustlers, and poets—are the American figures Dylan most often invokes. In a country without a past, without a history, entertainers are our psychic guides through the wilderness. Songs are part of the American DNA.


DYLAN CAME OUT OF THE WILDEST, WOOLLIEST, ROWDIEST TALKING tales of all time. When rock ’n’ roll erupted in the mid-’50s it was first seen as a novelty. The early singers, including Elvis, were a mythical parade of fantastic and freakish types. Legendary characters roamed the land: the outrageous Little Richard; Fats Domino, the living embodiment of Mardi Gras; Jerry Lee Lewis, the human threshing machine; the shape-shifting Bo Diddley; and Chuck Berry, the raunchy Uncle Remus of rock. And behind them—further back in time and remote from contemporary America—were an even more improbable cast of characters: Appalachian skillet lickers, jug band musicians, and apocalyptic Delta bluesmen like Son House and Skip James.


Dylan’s as slippery as Br’er Rabbit but my quest hasn’t been to flush him out of his make-believe briar patch. Instead it’s to look for Dylan’s poetic intention, to read Dylan’s biography by the flickering light of songs. I’ve tried to follow Bob’s footprints in the quicksand and have often felt like a fumbling musician trying to keep up with Dylan at a recording session.


When Chronicles was published, the complaints about the unreliability of his autobiography as fact seemed farcical. Grumbling that even when he writes his memoirs he’s still making stuff up! The outrage! He’s toying with us! Ping-ponging between fact and fiction—but we expect nothing less of him. After all, who are we dealing with? The mercurial, maddeningly evasive Bob. Smoke and mirrors is Dylan doing what Dylan does best.


His fabrications are the most profound, interesting, and authentic part of his personality. Like Don Quixote, he seems to have walked out of his own fable. And the stuff he makes up about himself is more truthful than any factual account could ever be. However petty, avaricious, cruel, callous, or shrivelingly cynical he may be, the oracular poet who wrote “Desolation Row” and “Visions of Johanna” isn’t the same person as the fallible human in divorce proceedings, the sullen, devious interviewee, or the usurper of copyrights. His willful perversity is itself a form of impish magic, a way of keeping his carefully hooded persona animated and untraceable.


Dylan sees America as an endless, unfinishable song, which people add to and change as we go along, altering the rhythm, cutting up the lyrics and patching them back in a different order. He’s the classic American type, the confidence man who tells the truth by dissembling and whose presence questions whether there is such a thing as a fixed personality. He is a startlingly unique character who is in fact a composite of American types: the song and dance man, the joker and thief.


His quest has been to cannibalize the great scrap heap of American history—its ballads, tunes, and nursery rhyme fables—and condense the multiplicity of its characters and their stories into a song. The purloining, pilfering, lifting, and outright larceny of songs, books, and images are all part of his magpie nature. He’s in the mad American tradition of trying to stuff the Mississippi, the Rockies, Johnny Appleseed, Christopher Columbus, and Orphan Annie all into one whopping tall tale.


I’ve passed over some periods while slowing others down—suspending time the way Dylan does—so I could see the pictures more clearly and try to keep up with the chameleon as he slithers from one rock to another.


No one has more ingeniously tested the porous border between autobiography and fiction than Dylan; mixing reality and fantasy has always been his witchy brew.


He’s the most cunning of self-mythologizers, and he’s managed to entangle us in his allegorical character—his persona is so infested with the types he’s collected along the way that often he doesn’t seem to know where he ends and they begin—which creates an eerie sense of channeling on his Theme Time Radio Hour where he’ll inhabit George Jones, Skip James, or a refrigerator repairman.


But even if Dylan has frequently gotten lost inside his own labyrinth of prevarications it has made him all the more mesmerizing. There are thousands of possessed fans out there with flashlights searching through his murky skull looking for clues.


Almost everything in Dylan is a re-creation of himself in folklore. America is a novel that we make up as we go along. Like Dylan, we are genuine fakes. Genuine like the people who came here, but larger than life, too big—fake. So we need stories, the taller the better: Our songs, movies, advertising, pop culture—these are the invented life that binds us together. Dylan’s great insight was to see the mythic skin that the great snake America had shed—and put it on himself.


Even the way he came into the world is straight out of a tall tale.




















[image: Book Title Page]

Hibbing, Minnesota, circa 1959. Picturesque Main Street, like something out of a ’50s sci-fi movie, comes to a sudden end in the largest man-made hole in the world—the abandoned Hibbing iron-ore pit.
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	Creation Myths









A few toughnecks are still getatable who pretend that aboriginally he was of respectable stemming… but every honest to goodness man in the land of space of today knows that his back life will not stand being written about in black and white. Putting truth and untruth together a shot may be made at what this hybrid actually was like to look at.


—JAMES JOYCE, FINNEGANS WAKE




“WHEN I WAS TEN I BEGAN PLAYING GUITAR,” SAYS DYLAN in No Direction Home, the Martin Scorsese documentary. “I found a guitar in the house that my father bought actually. There was something else in there that had mystical overtones. There was a great big mahogany radio, it had a 78 turntable when you opened up the top. I opened it up one day and there was a record on it, a country record, a song called ‘Driftin’ Too Far from the Shore.’ The sound of the record made me feel like I was somebody else. That I was not born to the right parents or something.” It’s almost as if this character, who became Bob Dylan, had been born in the grooves of a record, and his whole life—imaginary and actual—took place there.


But Robert Allen Zimmerman was born on May 24, 1941, to Abe and Beatty Zimmerman in Duluth, Minnesota. Allegedly. Bobby has other ideas. According to him, he was an orphan—a story he was still telling (to the astonishment of Abe and Beatty) well into 1963. At other times he claimed to be a foundling, the son of an Egyptian king, an Oglala Sioux dancing in Indian festivals and rain dances, a tent-show kid growing up in carnivals—“performing all over the country” on the high wire (and in his spare time taking care of the bearded lady).


In light of Dylan’s subsequent mythology, any of these would seem more plausible than the facts. But maybe he wasn’t talking about Robert Zimmerman at all; maybe he was talking about the childhood of Bob Dylan (a creation who wouldn’t appear until early 1960).


At age five, Dylan gets his first two gigs, singing “Some Sunday Morning” at a Mother’s Day celebration and his first paying gig (twenty-five dollars) at his aunt Irene’s wedding, where he sings “Accentuate the Positive” in a white Palm Beach suit. Parents’ advice: Brush your teeth and don’t play with matches.


Although he was only five when the family moved from Duluth, the city left an elegiac trace in his memory: “I like the way the hills tumble to the waterfront and the way the wind blows around the grain elevators,” he said in 2009. “The train yards go on forever too. It’s old-age, industrial, that’s what it is. You’ll see it from the top of the hill for miles and miles before you get there.”


His brother, David, is born in 1946. Abe gets polio, and loses his job as an office manager at Standard Oil. The family moves north to the mining town of Hibbing in 1947. Poor relatives, they move in with Beatty’s parents. Bob’s mother is outgoing. Her family has show business connections; they own a movie theater on Howard Street and a local radio station (WMFG).


His father is reserved, gloomy, distant. There’s always that fear of the father. Abe, in many ways, resembles Dylan’s future manager, the grouchy, sullen, cynical Albert Grossman. After Abe dies in 1968, Dylan says, “I never knew my father.”


Hibbing, Minnesota, is the site of the biggest man-made hole in the world, an existential allegory if ever there was one. Like a village in a fairy tale, Hibbing cannibalized itself in search of iron ore, undermining the town itself through relentless excavations. When the ore ran out in the ’50s, so did the jobs, and the town underwent a depression from which it never entirely recovered. If the biggest hole in the world had had an effect on him, why hasn’t it shown up in any of his songs? Or has it? Is that what he’s been doing, filling it up?


Hibbing is bristling with folk motifs, like looking at a scale model, with figurines crossing the square, a railway buff’s scale model of a town, an HO-gauge railway set, a cluster of trees, a water tower, a tiny station with signs, a platform piled with suitcases and packages. The woods near Bob’s house—the true setting for this idyllic landscape is in the mind’s eye. We peer into it through the lens of other people’s memories and observe Bobby Zimmerman, Dylan’s larval self, attending high school, forming bands. And then there’s Hibbing: a stage set of Our Town, the urbanite’s idea of a small town, a mining town.


In the liner notes to Joan Baez in Concert Part 2, Dylan reminisces:




As I waited till I heard the sound


A the iron ore cars rollin’ down


The tracks’d hum an’ I’d bite my lip


An’ hold my grip as the whistle whined


Crouchin’ low as the engine growled


I’d shyly wave t’ the throttle man


An’ count the cars as they rolled past





Describing the small frontier town of Okemah in Okfuskee County, Woody Guthrie wrote, “Okemah was one of the singiest, square dancingest, drinkingest, yellingest, preachingest, walkingest, talkingest, laughingest, cryingest, shootingest, fist fightingest, bleedingest, gamblingest, gun, club and razor carryingest of our ranch towns and farm towns, because it blossomed out into one of our first Oil Boom Towns.” Hibbing, too, was a boomtown, but it didn’t spawn the wild and woollies of Okemah, Oklahoma. For one thing, as Dylan points out, it was too cold in Hibbing for anyone there to get into trouble.


The real source of Dylan’s art is actually in the anti-Hibbing, his reinvention of his past in the imaginary landscape and characters that he created to replace it: Dylan as the miner’s son, for instance, in “North Country Blues,” or the wistful dreamer remembering his lost love in “Girl from the North Country.” He would later mine the imaginary Hibbing for poetic images, not unlike the way Dylan Thomas cast his hometown as Llareggub Hill in Under Milk Wood.


“What’s dear to me are the Fifties, ’cause that’s when I grew up,” he remembered in 1997. “Knife sharpeners would come down the street, and the coal man too, and every once in a while a wagon would come through town with a gorilla in a cage or, I remember, a mummy under glass.… It was a very itinerant place—no interstate highways yet, just country roads everywhere. There was an innocence about it all, and I don’t recall anything bad ever happening. That was the Fifties, the last period of time I remember as being idyllic.”


Abe becomes a partner in his brother-in-law’s business, Mika Electric, and prospers along with the ’50s obsession with the magic of appliances. He buys a house on Seventh Avenue in Fairview, teaches Bobby the value of hard work by having him sweep out the store after school. When Bobby is eight, Abe sends him to repossess appliances from delinquent hire-purchase customers to teach him the value of money.


In 1952, the Zimmermans get the first TV in Hibbing (they’re in the appliance business, after all), which coincides with the appearance of the first synthetic folk heroes: Matt Dillon in Gunsmoke, Richard Boone in Have Gun—Will Travel. Bob’s parents wallpaper his bedroom with the cowboy motifs—horses and saddles—that will ultimately mutate into Pat Garret and Billy the Kid (and Alias, Dylan’s character in the movie) and the mystic West of John Wesley Harding.


His childhood and adolescence flash by like the herky-jerky black-and-white frames of a silent film. He joins the Boy Scouts, learns Hebrew for his bar mitzvah, steals apples ( just like St. Augustine). Over at WMFG they’re playing the Four Lads, Doris Day, and Perry Como as the snow falls on Kresge’s on Main Street and on the Mika Electric sign.


“Well, in the winter,” Dylan told Playboy in 1978, “everything was still, nothing moved. Eight months of that. You can put it together. You can have some amazing hallucinogenic experiences doing nothing but looking out your window. There is also the summer, when it gets hot and sticky and the air is very metallic. There is a lot of Indian spirit. The earth there is unusual, filled with ore. So there is something happening that is hard to define. There is a magnetic attraction there. Maybe thousands and thousands of years ago, some planet bumped into the land there. There is a great spiritual quality throughout the Midwest. Very subtle, very strong, and that is where I grew up. New York was a dream.”


When Bob was a teenager living in a little Minnesota town, America for him was still an imaginary country where mysterious things happened and the world could be transformed by a song as he listened to the radio at night, tuning in stations from the ruminating South: blues on KWKH in Shreveport, WSM beaming Hank Williams and Hank Thompson from Nashville, the National Barn Dance from WLS out of Chicago. They were all part of a magical sonic landscape, as if music in those places grew out of the soil. “I was always fishing for something on the radio. Just like trains and bells, it was part of the soundtrack of my life.”


The forty Jewish families in Hibbing are a kind of north country shtetl. Among the Zimmermans, there’s Abe, the son of first-generation Jewish immigrants from eastern Europe; Beatty, the child of second-generation Jewish immigrants; and Bobby, a Jew born in a town full of anti-Semitic Polish and Ukrainian miners’ children. The dream of America as the promised land in the little villages in Poland contrasts with the grim reality of Hibbing. It’s a remote, isolated place, surrounded by a howling wilderness.


Bob’s grandfather, the peddler, reenacts the myth of the poor immigrant entering the promised land. The land of milk and honey or… iron ore and sludge. The Zimmermans are more or less assimilated into Hibbing’s Christian community, but as Saul Bellow wrote in Ravelstein, “As a Jew you are also an American, but somehow you are not.”


All of this is partly the origin of Dylan’s idiosyncratic point of view: He looks at America with an immigrant’s eye, listens with a ventriloquist’s ear. A Jew from the hinterlands he was at a double remove from mainstream America—an outsider in a community of outsiders. Dylan would conceal his Jewish origins until the dreaded Newsweek article in 1963 exposed them—and then he would deny them.


By the time Bobby was ten, characteristic antisocial tendencies develop, along with writing as a secret parallel life. At first he’s just a prolific writer of sentimental doggerel (Mother’s and Father’s Day poems). At eleven, he is a compulsive, secretive scribbler, arousing a mother’s concern. She hopes it’s a passing phase, but he never grows out of it. For a misplaced kid, this was a form of disappearing into an imaginary realm. “All I did was write and sing, paint little pictures on paper, dissolve myself into situations where I was invisible,” says Dylan.


“Teachers in school taught me everything was fine.” Well, he knew that couldn’t be true. When they try to tell him history is just facts and dates, he doesn’t buy that one either. He flat refuses to study it. “There’s nothing to figure out in history” would be his attitude from now on. “History is lies!” he wrote on the original liner notes to Planet Waves. His would be a folkloric vision of history in which emblematic figures—Tom Paine, Columbus, Jesse James, Captain Ahab, St. Augustine—stride across a haunted landscape.


New Year’s Day 1953 marks the death of Hank Williams, the hillbilly Shakespeare (age twenty-nine) slumped in the back of his Cadillac from a drug and alcohol overdose. One of the prime myths of American hipster folklore, this has a profound effect on twelve-year-old Bobby. His first record collection is of Hank Williams 78s. “The sound of his voice went through me like an electric rod.” Shortly afterward he takes up music and songwriting in earnest. He sees Hank Williams as a folk chronicler of American myth, a role he will shortly take on himself.




An’ my first idol was Hank Williams


For he sang about the railroad lines


An’ the iron bars an’ rattlin’ wheels


Left no doubt that they were real





Bob won’t play sports or join extracurricular clubs. He escapes into fantasy. But otherwise he enjoys a normal Midwestern adolescence. He attends Theodore Herzl summer camp and collects pinups: “I dedicated my first song to Brigitte Bardot,” he says. He dates the daughters of miners and farmers.


On September 30, 1955, James Dean, the mutant king of American pop culture, dies. The posthumous release of Rebel Without a Cause creates the James Dean cult and the romance of teen fatality: cars, fame, speed, death. Bob, age fourteen, collects posters, photos, memorial magazines of Dean. In the 1980s, he twice visits Dean’s grave in Fairmount, Indiana.


James Dean’s death marks the first fault line in the American teen dream. A year later Elvis appears, an almost occult embodiment of unrealized adolescent fantasies fused onto a chrome-plated R&B chassis. “Hound Dog” and “Heartbreak Hotel” are on every jukebox, beginning Dylan’s lifelong obsession with Elvis. In his blurb for Peter Guralnick’s Last Train to Memphis, Dylan recalls Elvis as an almost supernatural being: “Elvis… walks the path between heaven and nature in an America that was wide open, when anything was possible, not the whitewashed golden calf but the incendiary atomic musical firebrand loner who conquered the Western world.” For Dylan, “the Gypsy” is a conjure man, a genuine folk hero distilling the American grain: gospel, pop, R&B, country. Elvis, like Hank Williams, has a flashy stage persona that seems summoned out of the fabric of the music itself, a prototype Dylan will follow in his many incarnations. More bizarre is Dylan’s early and continuing fascination with Liberace.


He begins accumulating rebel prototypes and poses for photographs on his motorbike on the train tracks—like Marlon Brando, the motor-psycho hipster. Along with James Dean (the five-and-dime anarchist) and Elvis (trailer-trash mystic), Brando is his idol. They are standard antihero models of the era, but Dylan never completely abandons them. He never entirely abandons anything from his past (including all the easy listening ballads and Andrews Sisters pop/swing stuff he hears on WMFG, which will eventually show up on Self Portrait). While fleeing his past Dylan always remembers to grab his sacred icons. His lifelong attraction to outsiders and outlaws will, by the ’60s, morph into his fascination with underground freaks and underworld gangsters.


From movie stars and Elvis he learns how to replace himself using mental snapshots. At fifteen Dylan poses in a cowboy hat with a cigarette dangling from his mouth in imitation of the famous Dennis Stock photo of James Dean in Life magazine (Dean copped it from an Albert Camus paperback). Dylan will reprise the pose for the publicity shot of Don’t Look Back.


He gets the moves off in front of the mirror in his bedroom (like many others: Ray Davies, Lou Reed, Pete Townshend, and, of course, Keith) and also clowns (doing goofy hillbilly parodies of “Over the Rainbow”). Dylan also joins his high school pop group, the Golden Chords, as singer, piano player. In photographs he uncannily incarnates the punk Elvis of 1956. They play Moose Lodge events, PTA meetings.


Bob transitions from reclusive, poetry-scribbling introvert (“Bob,” says his mom, “was upstairs, quietly becoming a writer for twelve years”) to class clown and a show-off onstage. He develops a symbiotic relationship between the two sides of his character: the writer and the performer. He begins his songwriting career by impersonating other songwriters, whose songs he claims to have written himself.


“The mysterious Bob Dylan had a chicken-soup, Yiddishe mama,” Allen Ginsberg said of him. Bobby Zimmerman writes poems for special occasions—his mother’s birthday, for instance, and Beatty Zimmerman was clearly instrumental in Bob’s belief that he was marked out for great things. His mother’s love will grant him superhuman powers but also nurture a dark narcissism in him and a deep vein of selfishness, one that will provoke his worst lapses in personal relationships: callous dismissals of old friends and loyal retainers, legendary cruelties, and an often utter disregard for others when it suited him. (Dylan brought his mother along on the Rolling Thunder tour. Whenever Bob sang “It’s Alright, Ma (I’m Only Bleeding),” Mrs. Zimmerman would stand up and say, “That’s me!”)


Bob is always the performer, the busker, the entertainer, demanding the audience to be quiet—even at age four. His life provides the kind of folkloric anecdotes one reads in the lives of saints—of those who know their destiny. Dylan would fulfill that role many times over.


Bobby’s teenage record collection: “There Oughta Be a Law” by Mickey and Sylvia, “Baby Blue” by Gene Vincent and His Blue Caps, Hank Snow Sings Jimmie Rodgers, the Clovers, Nat King Cole, Bill Haley, Pat Boone, Bobby Vee, Johnny Ace, Webb Pierce, Buddy Holly, Little Richard’s “Slippin’ and Slidin’” and “Tutti Frutti,” Elvis Presley’s “Heartbreak Hotel” and “Blue Suede Shoes.” Favorite movies: The Ox-Bow Incident (cowboy crucifixion, persecution of the outsider), East of Eden (lost identity, conflict with the father), Rebel Without a Cause (outsider as redeemer), The Wild One (rebellion-for-the-hell-of-it), The Fugitive Kind (Brando as itinerant guitar player and mojo man). “In those days,” the cinema historian Jerry Fagnani pointed out, “fans followed the exemplary lives of the stars in movie magazines. The movies were to me the most important art form in the world. As a preteen I was aware of the movies as a lesson. Current events. They taught you about everything. The Van Johnsons were there, the Ty Powerses were there, the Tab Hunters were there.”


WMFG in Hibbing (managed by his cousin Les Rutstein) trickles out pop ballads, dance music, and easy listening potpourri. But late at night the real thing pours in over the airwaves from radio stations from Shreveport, Louisiana, and Little Rock, Arkansas—Hank Williams, Johnnie Ray, John Lee Hooker, Buddy Holly, Little Richard, Carl Perkins, Elvis, and Blind Willie McTell. Muddy Waters, Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry, Howlin’ Wolf, and Sonny Boy II come booming out of Chicago. A musical geography, a sonic, ideas-as-my-maps America where El Paso and Boston, New Orleans and Duluth are next door to each other. “The radio,” says Bob, “connected everybody like Orpheus.”


This was how people got their information about what was going on: The radio was a geographical blender. It reflected an imaginary America, a haunted America where all the far-flung places suddenly seemed part of one community, while at the same time their remoteness and inaccessibility added to the mystery. The radio’s influence on the dissemination of blues and country music (through broadcasts from the Grand Ole Opry) was considerable. In those days this embryonic family of freaks and future hipsters communicated through the airwaves.


His second motorcycle accident is in 1958. A child runs out in the street holding an orange. “I can still see that orange rolling across the street,” says Dylan. He joins his cousin’s band, the Satin Tones, and is into Muddy Waters and Jimmy Reed. His new vocal model is Buddy Holly—and he loves imitating Holly’s amiable, if-James-Dean-could-sing voice.


On January 31, 1959, Bob goes to see Buddy Holly at the Duluth Armory. That night has gone down in rock ’n’ roll history, and a teenage Bob actually made his way to the snowy gig. In Dylan’s 1991 acceptance speech for a Lifetime Achievement Award at the Grammys, he would remember the apostolic nod Holly gave him that night. Three days later, Holly dies in a plane crash. The band that takes over Holly’s next gig is the Shadows with lead singer Bobby Vee (who then specialized in Buddy Holly imitations). Dylan plays piano with Bobby Vee and the Shadows for two dances in Fargo. This possible alternate career of Bob Dylan ends when, short of funds, they let him go. That doesn’t stop him from telling his friends he is Bobby Vee.


Bob gets a set of Lead Belly 78s as a graduation present. Lead Belly, a two-time murderer who according to legend sang his way out of prison, was the ideal fusion of singer and outlaw. Recorded by musical anthropologists John and Alan Lomax at the Sugar Land penitentiary, Lead Belly (because he’d been in jail so long) was a living archive of lost black music. After his release the Lomaxes introduced him to New York café society and he became a darling of high society. Fearsome in person, he was also something of an anachronism. Many of his songs had a sweet “folk” quality that was easier for white audiences to assimilate than the raw blues that replaced it. The folk revival began when the Weavers (Pete Seeger was a member) had a hit with his ballad “Goodnight Irene.”


Bob has a growing interest in Chicago blues, joins another nameless band playing R&B. While he is playing “Rock ’n’ Roll Is Here to Stay” at Hibbing High’s Jacket Jamboree Talent Festival, Principal Kenneth L. Pederson shuts off the power.


BY 1959, DYLAN IS A DESULTORY ON-AND-OFF LIBERAL ARTS STUDENT at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis. Most of his education comes from hanging out in coffeehouses in the Beatnik neighborhood of Dinkytown. Picking up the vibe, he disowns rock ’n’ roll for the new thing: folk music. Bob knows which way the wind blows; besides, it’s a lot easier for a middle-class kid to find a role in folk central casting than in the hurly-burly, roadhouse raunch of early rock ’n’ roll. In any case, he had other ideas.


Rock was breathless from its three-year dash out of Memphis. Compromised by payola, it had been corporatized, and was way too popular, almost kitsch. The college crowd now disdains rock as crass and commercial. This rejection of rock probably also has to do with it being considered Southern and low class (despite the awkward fact that the entire folk canon comes out of the South). The folk craze also allows for elitist “discoveries” of obscure songs, labels, and instruments. Armed with a newly minted ideology (protest), the folk scene shifts from feckless balladeering and strumming into a movement.


With Dinkytown and Minnesota U., Dylan begins his flight from his past. “I never was a kid who could just go home. I never had a home that I could just take a bus to; I made my way all by myself.” He saw the future laid out before him as a series of roles he would inhabit. As for his past, he would make it up, inventing sundry biographies more compelling than the suffocating, humdrum background he actually came from. His future selves would all have an undercurrent of fable, folklore, and hobo romance to them.


Of course, you have to leave home if you’re going to be somebody else. First thing you need is a new name. According to one story (there’s always more than one explanation for everything Dylan does), he begins calling himself Bob Dillon after Matt Dillon, the sheriff on Gunsmoke. A Western hero, yeah, but one on TV. In other words, it’s an imaginary character (like Bob Dylan), an invention of writer John Meston and producer Norman MacDonnell. Gunsmoke was born on September 10, 1955, around the time Dylan decided he didn’t want to be Bobby Zimmerman anymore.


Dillon, he claims, was his mother’s maiden name (actually, it was Stone). Or he took it from the name of a town in Oklahoma. Or he had an uncle on his mother’s side named Dillon. The other showbiz Zimmerman is Ethel, who changed her name to Merman—by lopping off the Zim. But Bob Merman won’t do, doesn’t have the right ring. At some point this year, Dillon becomes Dylan. “The name just popped into my head one day,” he insists. “But it didn’t really happen any of the ways I’ve read about. I just didn’t feel that I had a past and I couldn’t relate to anything other than what I was doing at the present time.” Subsequently Dylan claimed that he’d always spelled it that way or had never heard of the Welsh poet, although Dylan’s boyhood friend Larry Kegan distinctly remembered that Dylan “usually had a poetry book in his hand—sometimes [it was] the poems of Dylan Thomas.” Over the years he added to the confusion by claiming any number of reasons for the Dylan Thomas spelling, including that it looked better with a y. While unlikely, it’s possible, because like most of Dylan’s choices it’s an aesthetic one. Dylan’s lyrics are nothing like those of his Welsh namesake, but his talent for obfuscation escalates with the Dillon/Dylan name game. It’s also been suggested that one reason for his name change was the rabid anti-Semitism in Minneapolis.


Dylan scans the landscape for folk idols and tries out various Okie-folkie combinations. His ear for mimicry comes in handy, particularly for colloquial expressions, accents, regional American diction—as though these inflections could conjure the people who used them. As far as Dylan is concerned, he is in a foreign country (has always thought of himself as the stranger in town).


Anxious, high-strung, and shy, his knee bounces when he talks. Singing becomes a need; it erupts in him. When he gets nervous, he sings. He plays and sings current folk repertoire in local clubs. Folk music then was union songs, negro spirituals, Appalachian ballads. An indifferent musician, he is slowly incorporating elements of Buddy Holly with the Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee sound. He briefly emulates current Dinkytown folk hero, “Spider” John Koerner. Onto these folkloric types Dylan fuses the aura of the doomed romantic, walking around cloaked in Byronic melancholy. He gets down first sketches of the early Dylan look. For example, the black corduroy Dutch-boy cap. Even this has roots. It’s Raskolnikov’s cap from the Classics Illustrated version of Crime and Punishment, which Dylan and brother David used to read.


Once a folk devotee, Bob becomes the purest of the pure. He has to have the oldest, most authentic songs. He begins a rabid, quasi-spiritual quest for the obscure, the rare, the core sound. Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music is his bible. He’s a folk fanatic with a touch of ruthlessness—stealing friends’ record collections (it’s okay because he is going to be Bob Dylan). Even his victims have to admit he has really good taste.


In Dinkytown coffeehouses, he rehearses his new characters, developing a chameleon’s talent for capturing American diction. Like a method folksinger, he has the ability to become the people he identifies with, through imitation of the way they talk and behave. He learns fast—songs, styles, mannerisms—becoming a new person with a new technique every few weeks. Dylan soon has a large repertoire of types at his disposal, but none of them has the mythic weight he needs.


IN JULY 1959, HE HEADS TO DENVER, COLORADO, WHERE HE SPENDS the summer playing at a glitzy tourist joint, the Gilded Garter. He meets Judy Collins and, more significantly, Jesse Fuller, the one-man band. From Fuller he borrows the idea for his harmonica rack, as well as his gravelly vocal style. In the fall of 1959, he returns to the University of Minnesota and joins a fraternity, Sigma Alpha Mu. If he was indifferent to college (“pointless and useless knowledge”) and the phonies who attended it, he really hated fraternities. He has the self-taught man’s derision of academia, tempered by tinges of envy and insecurity (“the old folks home and the college”). The University of Minnesota has little to offer Dylan. Instead he will join a long American tradition of solitary readers through the night, including Melville, Whitman, Hemingway, O’Neill, Kerouac, Ginsberg, Patchen, and Rimbaud. Out of his idiosyncratic studies he will create his own language.


Dinkytown was on the folk telegraph lines between Greenwich Village, Cambridge, North Beach, and other folk epicenters. The folk canon—instruments, look, hip talk, Lenny Bruce, Lord Buckley, black humor, dulcimers—was swiftly transmitted. But the hardcore hipster code hadn’t hit Minneapolis yet. For most of the time Dylan spends in Dinkytown, he is essentially your average hooky-playing college boy singing the current folk roster. Jon Pankake (the guy whose record collection he stole) recalls Bob as “a soft-spoken, rather unprepossessing youngster; he was well groomed and neat in the standard campus costume of slacks, sweater, white oxford sneakers, poplin raincoat, and dark glasses, and singing the standard coffeehouse songs.” It’s not the image we have of the embryonic Dylan or the one he’d want us to have (but even then he had the shades).


He’s made his transformation. It’s time to move on if he is going to become the character he’s been rehearsing for the good part of a year in Dinkytown. That was the other thing he learned from Woody: Keep moving on. Now it’s Bob’s philosophy: “The important thing is to keep moving, or else to stop on the side of the road every once in a while, and build a house. I guess that’s about the best thing anyone can do.”


After almost a year of going and not going to college he heads for New York in a snowstorm. Even in Minnesota, people couldn’t figure him out, and he was just beginning his serial role-playing. Dinkytown was just a dress rehearsal for Greenwich Village.
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Dylan buttons his pants in a Marcel Marceau–like scene on a rooftop in Greenwich Village, 1962. This is the Chaplinesque character he mimed at his early coffeehouse performances.
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	The Hall of Early Folk Memories












My grandfather used to say: “Life is astoundingly short.” To me, looking back over it, life seems so foreshortened I scarcely understand how a young man can decide to ride over to the next village without being afraid—not to mention accidents—even the span of a normal happy life, may fall short of the time needed for such a journey.


—FRANZ KAFKA, “THE NEXT VILLAGE”




“THE FOLK MUSIC SCENE HAD BEEN LIKE A PARADISE THAT I had to leave, like Adam had to leave the garden. It was just too perfect,” says Dylan in Chronicles. In the Hall of Early Folk Memories there will be a diorama devoted to Greenwich Village 1961–64. In it will be waxworks of waitresses in black leotards, with long straight hair and existential mascara; tourists in seersucker suits and crinoline frocks sitting at tables with two-dollar cups of coffee; the overweight club owner counting receipts; some kid from the Bronx wired on crystal meth and reds (okay, Steven Tyler) who’s snuck in hoping to catch some unimaginable happening.


The Gaslight, 1961. There’s a goofy young hillbilly kid onstage in front of a microphone, with his Dutch-boy cap, striped train engineer shirt, blue jeans, motorcycle boots, guitar, and harmonica rack.


“You had the feeling that he was a total stranger to stage fright,” says Antonia, a songwriter best known for “If You Wanna Be a Bird” from the Easy Rider soundtrack and a friend of Dylan’s. “He was in his element, like a guy sitting in his favorite chair. Offstage he didn’t connect with people at all; onstage was where his life was.”


Dylan looks around, grins, fiddles with his harp rack, and tunes his guitar, cuts the straggling curly strings off the neck, and jokes. “Even my guitar needs a haircut.” In the guise of this stage hobo kid, he’s snuck into the inner sanctum of folk. He has defused any ridicule and charmed them with an awkward bumpkin act.


“I thought he was oddly old-time looking, charming in a scraggly way,” said his girlfriend at the time, Suze Rotolo. “His jeans were as rumpled as his shirt, and even in the hot weather he had on the black corduroy cap he always wore. He made me think of Harpo Marx, impish and approachable, but there was something about him that broadcast an intensity that was not to be taken lightly.”


Flannel shirt, motorcycle boots, blue jeans—outfit of the Beat fellaheen of the world. He’d showcased his persona in tryouts in Minneapolis’s Dinkytown. If his impersonation was a bit corny, it was still an entertaining act that had a great long yarn attached to it.


“He used to do all sorts of Chaplinesque moves onstage,” says Peter Stampfel of the legendary Holy Modal Rounders. “At the Gaslight he would do these little moves and somebody would wave their hand back and forth in front of the main spotlight so it would flicker like an old-time movie.”


“Back then,” says Dave Van Ronk, “he always seemed to be winging it, free-associating, and he was one of the funniest people I have ever seen on stage—although off stage no one ever thought of him as a great wit. He had a stage persona that I can only compare to Charlie Chaplin’s ‘little fellow.’ He was a very kinetic performer, and he never stood still and he had all these nervous mannerisms and gestures. There would be a one-liner, a mutter, a mumble, another one-liner, a slam at the guitar. Above all, his sense of timing was uncanny: he would get all of these pseudo-clumsy bits of business going, fiddling with his harmonica rack and things like that, and he could put an audience in stitches without saying a word.”


His impersonations verged on vaudeville. He was a practitioner of minstrelsy; that’s what he meant when he described himself as “a song and dance man.” Sure, it’s an act, but the minstrel-boy character is itself part of American folklore. Dylan was a conjurer of atmosphere, a performer, and his delivery of those songs contained the reek and smoke of the rural folk world of the South.


DYLAN SEES LIFE AS A LABYRINTH, A RIDDLE TO BE SOLVED. “IF YOU’RE going to send me something,” he writes in Tarantula, “send me a key—i shall find the door to where it fits, if it takes me the rest of my life.” With Woody Guthrie he finds that first key. He takes Woody as his patron saint, the first of Dylan’s doppelgängers. Guthrie’s autobiography, Bound for Glory, with its WPA artwork, its hobo idealism—Woody with bedroll and heroic gesture, tramping into the future—had become his bible back in Minneapolis.


Born in Oklahoma in 1912, Woody was an Okie Walt Whitman—a voice against inequality and injustice, champion of the underdog. He had written the national anthem of populism, “This Land Is Your Land,” and he glowed with a Depression-era patina. All that great ranting against bureaucracy and fluorescent lighting—“Your red tape and your scary offices!” It was all about solidarity with the workers and belting out “The Ballad of Harry Bridges” to stevedores of Local 10. The sign on his beat-up guitar read: THIS MACHINE KILLS FASCISTS.


He was as close to a biblical prophet in guitar-strumming hobo guise as you could get. Unlike many of the successful folksingers of the day with their trained voices, his was flat and shaky. His point was that anybody could be a singer. You didn’t need a trained voice; in fact trained voices were a liability if you were trying to get a message across. The rawness, intensity, and honesty of Appalachian or Mississippi voices made them urgent and utterly believable.


Being short and slight with a physique similar to Dylan’s, Woody was an ideal model for Dylan to copy. Overnight he teaches himself the whole of Guthrie’s famous “Tom Joad.” He is soon affecting an Okie accent. Bob begins honing his rusty barbed wire voice into a subtle and eccentric instrument and develops an aptitude for creating musical hybrids that synthesize American folk music—like singing spirituals to a hillbilly beat. In no time at all Dylan has Woodyized himself.


IN JANUARY 1961, DURING THE WORST SNOWSTORM IN NEW YORK IN twenty years, Dylan—sheepskin jacket, suede boots, jeans, cap—arrives in Greenwich Village wrapped in several layers of impersonations. He wasn’t going to show up and say, “Hi, I’m Robert Zimmerman. I’m the son of a Jewish appliance merchant in Hibbing, Minnesota.” Of course not. His well-rehearsed principal character, Woody Guthrie Junior, is a good disguise in which to enter the forbidden city, the already formidable Greenwich Village folk scene. The Village is not Dylan’s first stop in New York, mind you. According to the version Bob was still telling in 1985, he’d been a hustler up in Times Square before heading downtown. But this story turns out to be about two gay guys he met in a bar who offered him and his friend a place to stay.


If he prevaricated, exaggerated, and equivocated himself through Dinkytown (Minneapolis’s bohemian quarter), he arrived in the Village with some well-honed tales of adventure that were pure Huck Finn: He’d been a carnival barker, a cook, a lumberjack in the great Northwest, and even run a steam shovel in Minnesota. He’d been thrown in jail on suspicion of armed robbery, visited the grave of Blind Lemon Jefferson. He’d lived with four hoboes on the banks of the Mississippi under the Washington Avenue Bridge, jammed with Gene Vincent in Nashville, sat in on Bobby Freeman’s “Do You Wanna Dance?” and played piano with Bobby Vee (at least one of these was true).


When they ask him, “Where ya from, kid?” he tells them he calls Sioux Falls home. Ditto Gallup, New Mexico, and Fargo, North Dakota. Dylan finds music in American place names. Granted, the place he was born would’ve sounded pretty authentic to denizens of Village coffeehouses, many who came from no farther away than New Jersey. A citybilly like Ramblin’ Jack Elliott would’ve been glad to hail from such a place as Duluth.


“Even what we didn’t believe was often entertaining,” says Van Ronk. “I mean, one night he spent something like an hour, showing a bunch of us how to talk in Indian sign language, which I’m pretty sure he was making up as he went along, but he did it marvelously.”


Some thought Dylan a pathological liar, but as Harry Weber, his friend from Dinkytown, says, “Dylan was just a romantic. He remembered what should have been.” He was just following an old Western tradition in which folks changed their names, changed their pasts, and took on new identities when they lit out for the territory. It’s the American way.


Of course, when you tell all manner of different stories about who you are and where you’ve been, it gets hard to keep it all straight—and there’s always somebody in the crowd who’ll hear a false note and call you on it. But Dylan, always fast on his feet, had the perfect out. “People listen to his stories,” says Cynthia Gooding. “He talks and he laughs, and just when they’re about to catch him in a lie, he takes out his harmonica and blows them down.” The music confirms the role.


THE VOICE WAS THE FIRST THING MOST PEOPLE MENTIONED, MADE fun of—the dog caught on a barbed wire fence—but we know it as one of the most mesmerizing voices in all of rock. When Dylan said of Van Ronk’s voice that it was “like rusted shrapnel” he might as well have been talking about his own. But Dylan’s voice has a far spookier range, an intonation capable of inducing some phantasmagoric presences.


Where did that ancient, raspy voice of his come from? A primordial tone that spoke of doom and damnation, out of the mouth of a callow youth barely twenty years old. By mimicking Woody Guthrie, Clarence Ashley, and Son House, Dylan could siphon off the voices that arose from the vinyl surface of Harry Smith’s Anthology of American Folk Music like restless spirits looking for a home.


Dylan’s singing style was at the opposite end of the vocal spectrum of the female vocalists’ virginal warble, but they, however inauthentic, were still the most popular style of folksinging. Joan Baez, the queen of the folksingers, had an amazing vibrato, an effect that she had developed by tapping a pencil against her larynx. “The thing about Baez,” says Dave Van Ronk, “was that like almost all women on the scene, she was still singing in a style of the generation before us. It was a cultural lag: the boys had discovered Dock Boggs and Mississippi John Hurt, and the girls were still singing to Cynthia and Susan Reed… all of them were essentially singing bel canto.”


Dylan’s early repertoire is filled with dark matter. How could it be otherwise, given the source of his material: Booker White’s “Fixin’ to Die,” Blind Lemon Jefferson’s “See That My Grave Is Kept Clean” and “Gospel Plow” with its uncanny death wish. Listening to all the doom and romance of death songs on his first album, you could imagine that you were listening to some octogenarian Delta bluesman, devoid of all hope, pursued into an open grave by malignant spirits.


“Back then I was listening to Son House, Lead Belly, the Carter family, Memphis Minnie and death romance ballads,” says Dylan. And death is even an essential part of romance according to Dylan’s grim philosophy: “Oh, yeah, in my songs it is. Pain, sex, murder, family.” He’s more a scavenger than a grave robber, and this is one of his greatest assets. He’s not a purist like most folkies of that era.


Eventually all the mythical blues and folk characters would be rediscovered. From the sound of their records they seemed to have come from a remote age, but most of them were in the end found alive and well, running elevators in big hotels, working in mines and sawmills, and pumping gas out on Highway 61. It was a miraculous breakthrough to the under-mind of the scaly original American self. It would have been as if someone had said, “Oh, we just discovered Geoffrey Chaucer living near Brighton.” It was a Faulknerian landscape down South, peopled with eccentric, inspired characters not unlike the ones in his mythical Yoknapatawpha County.


“John Hurt is a really interesting story,” says Stampfel. “Everyone thought the old country blues guys were dead. Those people quit recording in the Depression. In ’63, blues became commercial again. The story goes that a certain speedfreak was going out with an underaged girl and her family was after him to lynch him. They were on the lam then across the South. They ended up in Mississippi in a town called Avalon. He remembered a line from a John Hurt song saying that Avalon was his home. So he went to a local drugstore and asked about Hurt and if anyone knew him. So the guy says, ‘Here he goes, over here.’ And his playing was just as good ever. All of the country blues fans went ‘Gulp!’ simultaneously and descended upon the South. They quickly realized that the phone book was their friend. ‘Bukka White, where’s he from? Booker White, there he is!’ One night I found John Hurt in Massachusetts playing at a club. Before the show, I played with him because I knew a song he was doing. Who would have dreamed it possible? But life can be like that.”


The South would rise again, but not in the way we usually think of it. This time it would be through music.


“There was a difference in the concept of time, too,” says Dylan about the mythic time of the blues. “In the South, people live their lives with sun-up, high noon, sunset, spring, summer. In the North, people live by the clock. The factory stroke, whistles and bells. Northerners had to ‘be on time.’ In some ways the Civil War would be a battle between two kinds of time.”


All blues singers had a story to tell, and Dylan’s newly minted character needed a backstory, too, some picaresque adventures, as in Huckleberry Finn, where roguish characters, out-and-out scoundrels, con artists, and hucksters constituted a new kind of American hero.


All Dylan’s characters come out of the hyperreal landscape where time is suspended and the neon sign outside is always flashing indecipherable messages. The con artist, the impersonation, right down to the name change—well it’s an inalienable American right. It’s like the riverboat gambler and trickster of conventional morality in Melville’s last novel, The Confidence-Man. And then with Iceberg Slim and Mezz Mezzrow, you get the hustler, the dope dealer.


But where did Dylan’s hobo-kid character come from? Out of the songs, of course—the songs that had obsessed him his whole life. Folk songs, Child ballads. Songs from Harry Smith’s Anthology—and Woody Guthrie. It wasn’t like the well-developed characters in a novel. Just a cursorily filled-in background, the voice itself contained history and geography. If his biographical backstory was abbreviated, it’s because his whole personal history came out of the sketchy narrative of a ballad—and the kind of person who would have lived that life and sung that ballad.


The very irrationality of the old weird hill folk songs only added to their sinister appeal. Murders were committed for no apparent reason and without regret or explanation. There were no resolutions, no tidy endings—as in Hollywood movies. The bad guys didn’t get their comeuppance and the good guys didn’t win in the end. It was all very strange and murky. You didn’t have to tell people to stop making sense; it was traditional in the hollers and on the levees. There was more betrayal, murder, and revenge in these songs than in any blood-drenched Jacobean tragedy.


Lives of the Southern mountain people were as mysterious as stories from the Bible or mythology. Some of these tales went back to medieval legends and fused with them in an unbroken oral culture. It was a feudal world transferred to Appalachia, only adding to its authenticity and unfathomability.


The hill-country moon was darker and more foreboding than any moon that shone over Bronxville or Tin Pan Alley. The aspects were grim and the sets gothic and haunted, as if the dire subject matter of the ballads had somehow infected the landscape itself. The moon was a breeder of superstitions, its ghostly orbit and malign influence not far removed from ancient lunar cults. This wasn’t the paper moon crooned about in pop ballads. It was a planet that balefully controlled human destiny.


Dock Boggs’s life in the Southern mountains, for instance, was violent, eruptible, and capricious. There were blood feuds, rapes, baby killings, suicides, hair-raising stuff. They would kill people just for the hell of it. And this was still going on well into the ’70s. Mike Seeger in midinterview had to restrain Dock from going over and killing his entire in-law family. But all this mayhem, revenge, and murder seemed a lot more appealing than the sanitized suburban society folkies were brought up in, where infidelity, embezzlement, and drunk driving were the most dramatic events they’d encountered.


The rural folk world offered an odd and mouthwatering collection of types. They were legendary, larger than life, from a purer time, a golden age of humanity. Eccentrics loomed large in the folk demographic whose inhabitants consisted of brakemen, miners, muleskinners, moonshiners, bandits, trappers, sheriffs, section hands, train engineers, revenuers, prospectors, drifters, and bootleggers. Also included was a goodly assortment of murderers, arsonists, rapists, and ghouls as you were ever likely to find, all safely bottled in black vinyl.


MOST FOLK SONGS HAD GRIM, MURDEROUS CONTENT (AND SUBTEXT). In “Pretty Polly,” a man lures a young girl from her home with the promise of marriage, and then leads the pregnant girl to an already-dug grave and murders her. In “Love Henry,” a woman poisons her unfaithful lover, observed by an alarmed parrot that she also tries to kill. So it was a bit bizarre that these songs should become part of the sweetened, homogenized new pop music. While the Weavers, the first successful folksinging group, were unapologetic socialists and outright communists, their hits of the early ’40s—“Goodnight Irene” and “Wimoweh” (“The Lion Sleeps Tonight”)—hadn’t exactly been radical songs. After the Weavers’ huge success with “Goodnight Irene,” saccharine versions of folk songs continued to make it onto the pop charts with groups like the Tarriers, the Limelighters, the Journeymen, the Brothers Four, the Cumberland Three—wholesome frat-house boys in button-down Brooks Brothers shirts and chinos. Genteel, sophisticated, and lifeless. Your mom liked them. If a folk song did manage to get on the hit parade it was often by someone like Harry Belafonte or Frankie Laine.


The original folk songs were potent, possessed stuff, but the folk trios had figured out how to make this grisly stuff palatable, which only proved that practically anything could be homogenized. Clean-cut guys and girls in crinolines, dressed as if for prom night, sang ancient curse-and-doom-laden tales. Their songs had sweet little melodies, but as in nursery rhymes, there was a dark gothic undercurrent to them—like “Ring Around the Rosies,” which happens to be a charming little plague song.


The most famous of these pop folk songs was the 1958 hit “Tom Dooley,” a track off a Kingston Trio album, which set off the second folk revival and was Dylan’s initial inspiration for getting involved in folk music. And it was the very success of the syrupy folk trios that inspired Dylan’s future manager to assemble one himself: Peter, Paul and Mary. They would make Dylan, the prophet of the folk protest movement, a star and lead to consequences that even he did not foresee. Their version of “Blowin’ in the Wind” would become so successful that it would sound the death knell for the folk protest movement. Ultimately there would be more than sixty versions of it, “all performing the same function,” as Michael Gray says, of “anesthetizing Dylan’s message.”


THE FOLK MUSIC SCENE IN THE VILLAGE THAT BOB DYLAN ENTERED IN 1961 was the second-wave folk revival; the first one had taken place in the 1930s and ’40s. Folk revivals were created by urban intellectuals and went back to Sir Walter Scott and Rabbie Burns. These card-carrying members of the folk revival movement (part deux) despised the materialistic culture of mainstream America with its commercial bromides and rampant hypocrisy, but they soon created their own set of smug clichés. Of their pieties, the most deluded were that folk songs were, like holy writ, untouchable—and this, in turn, set in motion a misguided quest for the oldest, moldiest version of a song. In Chronicles, Dylan described one of the more doctrinaire folkies, his old friend from Minneapolis, as “a folk music purist enthusiast… made it his business to tell me that what I was doing hadn’t escaped him.… He was part of the folk police, if not the chief commissioner [and] wasn’t impressed with any of the new talent.”


The folk faction was essentially a romantic movement on a quest for a lost, bucolic America, the very America their parents and grandparents had either destroyed or wanted to get the hell out of.


“When Phil Ochs came along he annoyed me deeply at first,” says Peter Stampfel. “I thought it was like shtick, plus I had a lot of resentment for the folk scene ’cause as far as I was concerned the folk scene in New York and the folk scene in general was a bunch of rich kids. I mean I was a lower-middle-class kid and the only other lower-middle-class person on the folk scene I was aware of was Karen Dalton and possibly Dino Valenti.”


The folk scene was basically a nostalgic agrarian fantasy indulged in by suburban, middle-class college kids and old lefties. The aphrodisiac element in all this was Walter Paterish, the sense of something vanishing, vaporizing, as Shakespeare’s history plays were an elegy for the lost world of medieval England, with its folk beliefs, superstitions, and a feudal order that mimicked the cosmic order. Favoring ghosts, nostalgia, and eccentric costumes, a feeling of something gone injected an antiquarian obsession into the folk movement. For folkniks, the phrase “field recordings” had an almost erotic twang to it.


Folk music was organic. The rich loam of the Mississippi Delta or the flinty hills of Appalachia spawned haunting music; things grew out of the ground. The Delta germinated larger-than-life characters. Appalachian hollers spun fantastic figures straight out of American tall tales. These eccentric hill people engaged in bizarre rural activities, as well as playing dulcimers and other exotic instruments. There were jug bands, shape note singing. It was a whole undiscovered world of musty and mysterious presences. They were still out there residing in the vastnesses of the USA—Dock Boggs, Clarence Ashley, the Reverend Gary Davis, Eck Robertson, Kirk and Sam McGee. As odd as these types were, they were also weirdly familiar. We’ve always had these folk characters around in some form or another, from fairy tales to folktales to witchcraft to tall tales.


The Greenwich Village folk revival was a romantic love affair with an illusion, a world stripped of its grinding poverty and prejudice, one with the vine-covered cottage, the banjo, and the jug of moonshine on the porch. These folkies romanticized a culture that would have hated them. Some parents of folkniks were themselves only a thousand miles and a generation or two away from the rough, hardscrabble lives of these people.


Parents, teachers, preachers, your local rabbi—were nonplussed by these middle-class kids’ fascination with such lowly, questionable, aberrant types. What are you doing? We protected you from these ignorant, bitter rednecks and hooch-mad moonshiners, escapees from a chain gang, for God’s sake. You want to spend your life doing what? These hillbillies and sharecroppers are your heroes? Didn’t we spend a fortune sending you to college to disabuse you of all this superstitious nonsense about cruel fate and doom? Don’t you know what sacrifices we made to shelter you from brutal overseers, mining disasters, and boll weevil infestations?


IT MAY SEEM ODD THAT DYLAN FIRST BECAME ATTRACTED TO FOLK music through the Kingston Trio, a group generally despised by the hard-core folk community, but then that sort of quirky turning point is typical of Dylan’s entire career. And their #1 hit, “Tom Dooley,” is based on an old North Carolina folk song, itself a bizarre and mysterious tale about the 1866 murder of a woman named Laura Foster. People bought the song for the bouncy tune.


“Folk music, if nothing else, makes a believer out of you,” Dylan once said to Greil Marcus. “I believed Dave Guard of the Kingston Trio, too. I believed he would kill or already did kill poor Laura Foster. I believed that he’d kill someone else, too. I didn’t think he was playing around.”


And there he was, at the very center of the folk universe. He was sleeping on floors, playing for tips. Living was cheap. You could get a two-bedroom apartment for twenty-five bucks a month. Or you could just crash on people’s couches and raid their bookshelves as Dylan does in the first pages of Chronicles, the fictional library of the fictional couple Chloe and Ray where he claims to have read a nonexistent book by Thucydides called The Athenian General. Perhaps he got the Greek historian’s The History of the Peloponnesian War confused with his other ongoing obsession, the Civil War.


Not that the folk scene in the Village was that big in 1961. It wasn’t, for instance, anything like going to Haight-Ashbury during the Summer of Love. It would be Dylan’s fame that eventually drew attention to the folk protest movement, made it madly popular, and eventually capsized it—but by then he’d moved on.
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“[Dalton’s] attempts
at exposing, debunking
and celebrating the
essence of Robert
Zimmerman’s Dylan-ness,
and vice versa, make
for aniintriguing, often
amusing, vision quest.”
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