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Praise for Like a Rolling Stone


“Greil Marcus, a critic of formidable erudition and a writer of enviable fluency, has constructed his own school of American studies on a foundation of rock ‘n’ roll over the last three decades … No less than Dylan’s song, Marcus’ book is a performance.”

—Los Angeles Times



 


“Magisterial, hypnotic and unfinished, the song is worth every bit of lavish attention that Marcus gives it, with a passion as eloquent as it is infectious … essential reading for anyone who wants to get closer to Dylan’s masterpiece of vitriol.”

—The Nation


 


“Greil Marcus, one of rock music’s finest analysts and chroniclers, spins its creation and effect into a sociological and musical study [that] nails the impact of Dylan’s best-known song.”

—Variety


 


“Marcus is still the song we can’t get out of our heads … Beyond that, lie depths only a critic as knowledgeable and gifted as Marcus can plumb … Today, hundred-channel radios can be set to chirp a reminder every time a Dylan song bounces off a satellite and into your dashboard. Great as such hardware is, though, listening to Marcus improvise in “Like a Rolling Stone” offers pleasures just as profound.”

—David Kipen, San Francisco Chronicle



 


“Marcus has the armament of a critic—a formidable knowledge of art, politics, literature and cinema—and the instincts of a poet … He has given us a livelier and more provocative book than you have any right to expect from a 60-year-old man writing about a 40-year-old record.”

—London Independent


 


“A book-length deconstruction of a song is a questionable undertaking at best. But when the writer is music critic and cultural historian Marcus and the song is Dylan’s 6-minute masterwork, the reader is in good hands.”

—Atlanta Journal-Constitution


 


“Instilled with the primitive giddy rush of rock ‘n’ roll … Like a Rolling Stone is as good as Chronicles and, in its way, as career-encompassing … Marcus breathes new fire into ‘Like a Rolling Stone.’”

—London Times

“Its epic sense of hyper-informed, cool detachment might just make it a milestone in music criticism.”

—Portland Mercury


 


“Marcus’ oeuvre is to dazzle the reader with his vocabulary and wildly imaginative connections … it can make you giddy, like listening to an oldies station with great taste and a sense of surprise.”

—Denver Post


 


“The work of a great historian-stylist relentlessly scoring the territories of American pop’s dream life for raptures and nightmares, and bringing it all back home—to find home utterly changed.”

—Blender


 


“Greil Marcus’ telling is a version of the freedom he finds in the song. In his version, the outsider’s declaration of revenge becomes the most thrilling and violent of familiar epics: the tale of American self-invention.”

—New York Observer


 


“If any pop song deserves thorough examination, it’s this one … for those of us who experienced the record as it happened 40 years ago, it’s a fascinating, transporting read.”

—The Christian Science Monitor


 


“Marcus’ vast understanding of American culture and intimate knowledge of Dylan’s career make this an eye-opening read …”


—Booklist (starred review)


 


“Marcus is able to tell the familiar story in such a lively and light way that even the old sounds new again … with Marcus’s insight, you’re likely to hear something—like a Michael Bloomfield guitar lick or the … work by drummer Bobby Gregg—you’ve never noticed before.”

—Associated Press


 


“Marcus’s genius is to pull the reader into this mythic, swampy head-trip. The world of ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ may no longer be the world we live in, but Marcus isn’t about to kill off such a rich, timeless event with neat answers or dead conclusions.”

—Mojo


 


“A perfect companion to Chronicles … The fact that this book is such a pleasure to read is a testament to Marcus’s skill as a rock critic.”

—Montreal Gazette
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To the radio




Like a Rolling Stone

Once upon a time you dressed so fine

Threw the bums a dime, in your prime

Didn’t you?

People call, say beware doll, you’re bound to fall, you

thought they were all

A-kiddin’ you

You used to

Laugh about

Everybody that was

Hangin’ out

Now you don’t

Talk so loud

Now you don’t

Seem so proud

About havin’ to be scrounging

Your next meal


How does it feel? 
How does it feel  
To be without a home 
Like a complete unknown 
Like a rolling stone?



Aw you’ve  
Gone to the finest school alright Miss Lonely but you know 
you only used to get 
Juiced in it 
Nobody’s ever taught you how to live out on the street 
And now you’re gonna 
Have to get  
Used to it  
You say you never 
Compromise 
With the mystery tramp but now you 
Realize  
He’s not selling any  
Alibis 
As you stare into the vacuum 
Of his eyes 
And say 
Do you want to 
Make a deal?


How does it feel? 
How does it feel? 
To be on your own  
With no direction home 
A complete unknown 
Like a rolling stone



Ah, you 
Never turned around to see the frowns 
On the jugglers and the clowns when they all did  
Tricks for you  
Never understood that it ain’t no good 
You shouldn’t 
Let other people 
Get your 
Kicks for you 
You used to ride on a chrome horse with your 
Diplomat 
Who carried on his shoulder a 
Siamese cat  
Ain’t it hard  
When you discover that 
He really wasn’t 
Where it’s at 
After he took from you everything  
He could steal?




How does it feel?  
How does it feel 
To have you on your own  
No direction home 
Like a complete unknown 
Like a rolling stone




Ahhhhhhhh—  
Princess on the steeple and all the 
Pretty people they’re all drinkin’ thinkin’ that they  
Got it made  
Exchanging all precious gifts 
But you better 
Take your diamond ring 
You better pawn it, babe 
You used to be 
So amused 
At Napoleon in rags 
And the language that he used 
Go to him now, he calls you, you can’t refuse 
When you ain’t got nothin’ 
You got 
Nothing to lose 
You’re invisible now, you got no secrets 
To conceal


How does it feel 
Ah, how does it feel 
To be on your own 
With no direction  
Home 
Like a complete unknown 
Like a rolling stone



As sung by Bob Dylan, New York City, 16 June 1965. Six minutes and six seconds. Produced by Tom Wilson. Engineered by Roy Halee, with Pete Duryea, assistant engineer. Michael Bloomfield, guitar; Bob Dylan, rhythm guitar and harmonica; Bobby Gregg, drums; Paul Griffin, piano; Al Kooper, organ; Bruce Langhorne, tambourine; Joe Macho, Jr., bass guitar. Released as Columbia 45 43346 on July 20. First entered Billboard  Hot 100 July 24. Highest chart position reached: number 2, September 4. Number one that week: the Beatles, “Help.”






When I died, love, when I died
 there was a war in the upper air;
 All that happens, happens there


 


—Allen Ginsberg,
 “A Western Ballad,” 1948






[image: 002]

This and the following photographs from the first day of sessions for “Like a Rolling Stone,” 15 June 1965, taken by Don Hunstein, Columbia Records. Here: Bob Dylan at the piano, with lyrics, page after page.





Prologue

In Columbia Records Studio A on 15 June 1965, the singer is trying to find his way into his song, plinking notes on the piano. There’s a feeling of uplift, dashed as soon as he begins to sing. His voice sounds as if it’s just come back from the dry cleaners three sizes too small. He forces a few random notes out of his harmonica. The 3/4 beat is painful, weighing down the already sway-backed melody until it falls flat on the ground. The organist pushes his way into the music, like a bystander at an accident determined to do something to help, no matter how hopeless: Are you all right? The tune dries up after a minute and a half. “The voice is gone, man,” the singer says. “You want to try it again?”

“It’s a waltz, man,” says the producer.

“It’s not a waltz,” the singer says.

“May I have this dance?”

“Have you heard about the new Bob Dylan record?”

“No, what about it?”

“It’s called ‘Like a Rolling Stone.’ Can you believe that? Like a Rolling Stone. Like he wants to join the band. Like he’s a Rolling Stone.”

“What does it sound like?”

“I don’t know. It’s not out yet. I read about it.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

 



 



 



“So who’s the ‘Napoleon in rags’ the girl in the song used to laugh at? The music is great, the words are a bunch of nonsense.”

“It’s obviously Dylan himself. ‘The language that he used.’ It’s like he’s putting down someone who didn’t like his songs.”

“He’s not that stupid. That can’t be it.”

“Yeah, so who is it if it’s not him?”

“I don’t know. Martin Luther King?”

 



 



 



Questioner: “What happens if they have to cut a song in half like ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’?”

Bob Dylan: “They didn’t have to cut that in half.”

“They didn’t have to but they did.”

“No, they didn’t.”

“Yeah?”

“You’re talking about ‘Like a Rolling Stone.’”

“Oh, yeah.”

“They cut it in half for the disc jockeys. Well, you see, it didn’t matter for the disc jockeys if they had it cut in half, because the other side was just a continuation . . . if anybody was interested they could just turn it over and listen to what really happens.”

—press conference, San Francisco, 3 December 1965

 



 



 



A drum beat like a pistol shot.

24 July 1965 was the day Bob Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone” went into the charts. It was on the radio all across the U.S.A. and heading straight up. When drummer Bobby Gregg brought his stick down for the opening noise of the six-minute single, the sound—a kind of announcement, then a void of silence, then a rising fanfare, then the song—fixed a moment when all those caught up in modern music found themselves engaged in a running battle for a prize no one bothered to name: the greatest record ever made, perhaps, or the greatest record that ever would be made. “Where are we going? To the top?” the Beatles would ask themselves in the early 1960s, when no one but they knew. “To the toppermost of the poppermost!” they promised themselves, even before their manager Brian Epstein began writing London record companies on his provincial Liverpool stationery, promising that his new group would someday be bigger than Elvis. But by 1965 everyone, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Bob  Dylan, and whoever else could catch a ride on the train were topping each other month by month, as if carried by a flood. Was it the flood of fear and possibility that had convulsed much of the West since the assassination of President Kennedy less than two years before, a kind of nihilist freedom, in which old certainties were swept away like trees and cars? The utopian revolt of the Civil Rights Movement, or the strange cultures appearing in college towns and cities across the nation, in England, in Germany? No one heard the music on the radio as part of a separate reality. Every new hit seemed full of novelty, as if its goal was not only to top the charts but to stop the world in its tracks and then start it up again. What was the top? Fame and fortune, glamour and style, or something else? A sound that you could leave behind, to mark your presence on the earth, something that would circulate in the ether of lost radio signals, somehow received by generations to come, or apprehended even by those who were already gone? The chance to make the times speak in your own voice, or the chance to discover the voice of the times?

Early in the year the Beatles had kicked off the race with the shimmering thrill of the opening and closing chords of “Eight Days a Week.” No one could imagine a more joyous sound. In March the Rolling Stones put out the deathly, oddly quiet “Play with Fire,” a single that seemed to call the whole pop equation of happiness, speed, and excitement into question: to undercut it with a refusal to be ashamed of one’s  own intelligence, to suspend the contest in a cul-de-sac of doubt. Three months later they came back with “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.” It erased the doubt, and the race was on again.

Bob Dylan had not really come close with “Subterranean Homesick Blues” in April, his first rock ’n’ roll record after four albums—four folk albums that had nevertheless redrawn the pop map—and his first entry into the singles charts. The Beatles would dominate the second half of the year with “Yesterday” (was a record with nothing but strings still rock ’n’ roll? “Of course it is,” said a friend. “John Lennon has to be playing one of the violins”), and end it with the coolly subtle  Rubber Soul, the best album they would ever make. Barry McGuire would reach number one with “Eve of Destruction,” an imitation-Dylan big-beat protest song. The Dylan imitation was the hook, what grabbed you—and the production was so formulaic, so plainly a jump on a trend, that the formula and the trend became hooks in themselves. In that season, to hear “Eve of Destruction” as a fake was also to recognize that the world behind it, a world of racism, war, greed, starvation, and lies, was real—and, as if apocalypse was itself just another hook, actually deserved to be destroyed. In the pop arena it seemed anything could happen; it seemed that month by month everything did. The race was not only between the Beatles, Bob Dylan, the Rolling Stones, and everyone else. The pop world was in a race with the greater world, the world of wars and elections,  work and leisure, poverty and riches, white people and black people, women and men—and in 1965 you could feel that the pop world was winning.

When people first heard about it, even before they first heard it, “Like a Rolling Stone” seemed less like a piece of music than a stroke of upsmanship beyond pop ken. “Eight of the Top Ten songs were Beatles songs,” Bob Dylan would remember years later, casting back to a day in Colorado, listening to John, Paul, George, and Ringo soon after their arrival in the United States in 1964. “I knew they were pointing the direction where music had to go . . . It seemed to me a definite line was being drawn. This was something that had never happened before.” That was the moment that took Bob Dylan out of his folk singer’s clothes—and now here he was, outflanking the Rolling Stones with a song about them. That was the word.

The pop moment, in that season, really was that delirious. But when the song hit the radio, when people heard it, when they discovered that it wasn’t about a band, they realized that the song did not explain itself at all, and that they didn’t care. In the wash of words and instruments, people understood that the song was a rewrite of the world itself. An old world was facing a dare it wasn’t ready for; as the song traced its long arc across the radio, a world that was taking shape seemed altogether in flux. As the composer Michael Pisaro wrote in 2004, “Like a Rolling Stone” might be “a song that has as its backdrop some problems the guy  narrating it is having with his girl.” It might be even more, a warning to someone for whom everything has always come easily, in times that are about to get rough, “but I am unable to hear it so simply: that is, that he (or the world) has done her the favor of stripping away her illusions, and now she can live honestly.” Pisaro goes on, in a few words that are like a launching pad:

 



His conviction, the dead certainty that he has a right to say exactly this, is still exhilarating and bone-chilling. After all these years the song has not been dulled by time and repetition.

In some ways it’s also a difficult song to hear now, because it is a vision of a time that never came to pass. I may be wrong about this, since I was only four years old in 1965. But that time (or is it the time created by the song?) seems to have been the last moment in American history when the country might have changed, in a fundamental way, for the better. The song, even now, registers this possibility, brings it to a point, focuses your attention on it, and then forces you to decide what is to be done.

His voice tells you this (tells you everything): he’s not really talking to her—he’s talking to you (and me; all of us). The voice is infinitely nuanced—at times an almost authoritarian monotone (not unlike Ginsberg reading “Howl”), at times compassionate, tragic (the voice of Jacques-Louis David in his painting of Marat)—but also angry, vengeful, gleeful, ironic, weary, spectral, haranguing. And it would sound this way in Ancient Greek or contemporary Russian. There is so much desire and so much power in  this voice, translated into a sensitivity that enables it to detect tiny vibrations emanating from the earth. But like a Geiger counter developing a will of its own, it wavers between trying to record the coming quake and trying to make it happen. This is where the song stakes its claim on eternity.

 



 



And then Pisaro is in the air, looking down as the song continues to play and the landscape begins to convulse:

 



What is the nature of the decision Dylan is driving towards? Whether you are going to forsake your past in the name of an unknowable future, where nothing is certain, everything is up for grabs, no food, no home, just a wagon barreling down the road. It is not a sensible decision. Of course some at the time made exactly this decision, but what strikes me about Dylan’s song is that he’s not only asking you (and me) personally to make this decision, he wants the whole country to do it: right now. As if a country could shed its past like snakeskin. As if, if we could see our situation with clarity, we would realize we are already there. I have to hear this as a call for some kind of spontaneous revolution. Not necessarily a violent one; but undoubtedly a very strange one. What would a “Napoleon in rags” kind of country look like, act like? Lots of poor folks wandering the land, making speeches and barbeque?

 



 



Or, as reviewer Shirley Poston put it in The Beat, the newsletter of the Los Angeles Top 40 station KRLA, after  Dylan’s performance of “Like a Rolling Stone” at the Hollywood Bowl on 3 September 1965, only the third time he had played the song in public, with the tune still finding its feet, and with some in the crowd booing the once-humble folk singer who had gone for the pop charts: “He knew the song by heart. So did his audience.”

 



 



 



People then understood everything Pisaro is saying now. But then the sense of moment ruled. Few had any reason to imagine that in “Like a Rolling Stone” the pull of the past was as strong as the pull of the future—and the pull of the future, the future that first drum shot was announcing, the line it was drawing, was very strong. There was no reason to wonder how many dead or vanished voices the song contained, or to realize that along with the song’s own named characters—“Miss Lonely,” the “Mystery Tramp,” the “Diplomat”—or Phil Spector and the Righteous Brothers’ “You’ve Lost that Lovin’ Feelin’,” from only months before, or even Ritchie Valens’s “La Bamba,” from 1958—present also were the likes of Son House, of Mississippi, with “My Black Mama” from 1930, Hank Williams with “Lost Highway” from 1949, or Muddy Waters in 1950, with “Rollin’ Stone.” So the Rolling Stones had named themselves—in the beginning, in London in 1962, they were the Rollin’ Stones. Which is to say that in the alchemy of pop the first word about “Like a Rolling Stone” had been right after all. The song was about the  Rolling Stones—if you follow the way the two words travel and the picture they make, how nothing in American vernacular music holds still, how every phrase and image, every riff and chime, is always moving, state to state, decade to decade, never at home with whoever might claim it, always seeking a new body, a new song, a new voice.






PART ONE
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 CHAPTER ONE

The Day Kennedy Was Shot

“Everyone remembers where they were when they heard that Kennedy was shot. I wonder how many people remember where they were when they first heard Bob Dylan’s voice. It’s so unexpected.” So said a friend a year or two ago; I started thinking about how the world still seemed to be catching up with Dylan’s Time Out of Mind, which had appeared in 1997—or how the world might even be falling behind it. Maybe even Dylan himself, with his “Love and Theft” in 2001. It was a collection of songs so well-shaped that up against the scattered American nowheres of Time Out of Mind—with various places named, Missouri, say, Chicago, Boston, New Orleans, but all of them still floating free of any map, with the music so ragged it seemed a new black hole opened up even before you cleared the one before it—“Love and Theft” could feel like a step back. A step off the battlefield, a step off the train.

I remember very clearly where I was the first time I heard Bob Dylan’s voice. It was in 1963, in early August, in a field in southern New Jersey. I was spending the summer in Philadelphia; I’d gone to see Joan Baez, a familiar face in Menlo Park, California, my home town. The year before, I’d crossed the street between my parents’ house and the Quaker school where I’d taken writing classes from Baez’s mentor Ira Sandperl to find Baez and her sister Mimi entertaining a circle of little kids with a version of the Marvelettes’ “Playboy.”

Mimi Baez was so pretty it was hard to look at her. Joan Baez was hard to look at, too—because already, even in the most casual setting, she could appear less as a person than a myth. It was the music she wrapped around herself like wings, like a shroud—a sense of the departed, the untouchable, the never-was brought forward as if it were the soon-tobe—that removed her from the noise of the country at large. Her music removed her from that noise even as she added her voice to it, to the chorus of all those now calling for the destruction of nuclear weapons, for the abolition of racial segregation—all those calling, as Martin Luther King would prophesy before the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, D.C., only weeks after that day in the New Jersey field, ringing his words like bells as Joan Baez like Bob Dylan looked on, for an America where “ALL of God’s children, black men and white  men, Jews and Gentiles, Protestants and Cath-o-lics, will be able to join hands, and sing in the words of the old Negro spiritual, free at last, free at last, THANK GOD A-MIGHTY, we are free at  last!” If Baez told the same story in her music, it was in a different language.

“Fair young maid, all in a garden,” began the probably seventeenth-century ballad “John Riley” as it appeared in 1960 on Joan Baez, her first album. It’s the quieting of the tale as Baez moves it on, a little melodic pattern on her guitar flitting by like a small bird as a hushed bass progression follows it like a cat, even more than her voice—the voice of someone already gone, but walking the earth to warn the living—that told the listener then, and can tell a listener now, that he or she has stumbled into a different country. For years, across the South, civil rights workers had been jailed, beaten, killed, their homes fire-bombed, the churches where they gathered burned to the ground. Nine years before, in 1954, the Supreme Court had ruled unanimously that the segregation of public schools was unconstitutional, that it was an affront to the nation as it had constituted itself, that it would have to end; with Federal judges slowly ordering that the decision be taken off the page and enforced where people actually lived, district by district, year by year, black children attempting to enter previously all-white schools were now pushed, spat upon, and cursed by vicious mobs that would have killed them if the National Guard had not been at their side. From a letter written in July 1964 by an intern in the office of Representative Phillip Burton, of San Francisco, who, with black Americans throughout Mississippi denied the right to vote under what was still called White Democracy, had taken it  upon himself to stand in Washington for those in Mississippi who had no representative willing to speak for them:

 



Burton went down to Miss to look things over, and issued a lot of statements. He was sure that the Mississippi delegation was going to blast him on the floor of the House when Congress reconvened (Monday). Therefore, I got the assignment of researching a comprehensive indictment of Miss while he went on a rest vacation. I waded through six volumes of the 1961 US Civil Rights report, the five hundred-page 1963 report, three special rights reports on Mississippi, and a few other things. I also read through the NY Times from June 1 to July 16, which is a four-foot high stack. I did that to find all the anti-Negro violence in Miss in that time. In that month and a half I discovered seven murders of Negroes by whites, about 20 church burnings and bombings, innumerable beatings and arrests. Also, there have been fourteen Negroes killed in Miss since January that no one has ever been brought to trial for—all were connected with CR. I also discovered that there were thirteen counties in Mississippi that do not have even one Negro registered to vote, although Negroes make up as much as 70 percent of the population.

 



 



The nation was coming to a verge, where it would have to make good on its promises of liberty and equality, or admit, even to itself, that those promises were lies—and in Baez’s music, this social fact was at once affirmed and suspended. At the time, for the high school and college students  who were buying Baez’s albums as charms and trances, it was like waking up as an adult, or nearly so, to discover that all the fairy tales of your childhood were true—and that, if you wished, instead of the career or the war awaiting you, you could live them out. In a few old songs, making a drama of hiding and escape, material defeat and spiritual conquest, investing that drama with the passion of her voice and the physical presence of the body that held it, she seemed to guide you toward a crack in the invisible wall around your city. What would it mean, people all across the country asked the music they were hearing, as the music asked them, as they pressed that music upon friends as both a talisman and a test of affinities, to feel anything so deeply?

By 1963 Baez’s face was familiar everywhere; she’d been on the cover of Time. In New Jersey she was appearing under an open-air tent, in the sort of theatre-in-the-round that had become a flag of right-thinking sitting down. She sang, and after a bit she said, “I want to introduce a friend of mine,” and out came a scruffy-looking guy with a guitar. He looked dusty and indistinct; his shoulders were hunched and he acted slightly embarrassed.

He sang a few songs in a rough but modest, self-effacing voice, and then he sang one or two with Joan Baez. Then he left and she finished her show—though in those days, the high days of the folk movement, no one would have referred to anything a folk singer did by so vulgar a term as show. It was a concert, an invitation, a gathering, a celebration of values—values  of tradition and fraternity, equality and concord—a coming together of like-minded spirits, a ritual, and that was the meaning of that round stage, meant to recall plays and sings in medieval villages, after the harvest was brought in. No one in front, no one in back, no privilege, no shame.

I barely noticed the end of the show. I was transfixed. I was confused—a reaction that people who’ve paid attention to Bob Dylan’s work across the course of his career know all too well.

This person had stepped onto someone else’s stage, and while in some ways he seemed as ordinary as any of the people under the tent or the dirt around it, something in his demeanor dared you to pin him down, to sum him up and write him off, and you couldn’t do it. From the way he sang and the way he moved, you couldn’t tell where he was from, where he’d been, or where he was going—though the way he moved and sang made you want to know all of those things. “Oh, my name it ain’t nothing/ My age it means less,” he sang that day, beginning his song “With God on Our Side.” “The country that I come from/ Is called the Midwest.”

As with other songs he would sing in the years to come, this was one of those strange compositions, one of those uncanny performances, in which the whole of what is happening comes through instantly and irrevocably. You hear the song once, on a car radio, with the singer’s voice only inches from your face, or at a concert, the singer many rows  away but physically present—and you understand it completely. As with a face glimpsed on the street or an image in a movie from the edge of the frame, enough of the song roots itself in your memory that you can play it back to yourself at any time. Good Nashville songs do this—Garth Brooks’s 1992 “That Summer,” Alan Jackson’s 2001 “Where Were You (When the World Stopped Turning)”—because they’re built like commercials, with cues that tell a listener what inevitably follows from whatever she has just heard even before she has registered that she has heard it. What the person singing that afternoon was doing was somewhat different, or rather he was doing the same thing on a stage so much greater that the nature of the act was altogether changed. He was telling those who were listening a story they already knew, but in a manner that made the story new—that made the familiar unstable, and the comforts of familiarity unsure.

In a simple song, the singer was retelling the story of all American history, as he and his audience had learned it in the public schools of the postwar 1940s and ’50s: the common schools, as they used to be called, where with history textbooks reassuringly worn by your older brothers and sisters, even your parents, the children of the rich and the children of the poor were together initiated into the great narrative, that, war by war, had made the country a nation. Clumsily, but with a deference toward the story he was retelling that took the clumsiness away, starting with the Civil War the singer left nothing out: the Indian wars, the First World War,  the Second World War, even the Spanish-American War. His audience had already learned the lesson, and it had also forgotten it; now the tale was brought back to consciousness, but it was deformed. As the young man on the stage named our wars, he did so to describe their significance, and their significance was that regardless of the cause or the purpose of the specific conflict in which the United States had engaged itself, the nation was proved right. With God on its side it could not be otherwise. The modesty of the recital lulled the listener back into childhood, which was not as simple as you might have been told it was. Even in the fourth or fifth grade, reading your history textbook—by means of that act becoming a citizen, and thus you as much as anyone embodying the nation itself—you might have done so with a certain suspicion that no one could be quite so blessed, or lucky, but by not disputing the claim you would accept it anyway. Who was there to argue with? Yourself?

Because the singer seemed to slightly infuse every familiar image with doubt, the song came across like ice breaking. It was someone on the edge of a crowd listening to a man running for office; someone who, as the speaker told the people what he thought they wanted to hear, said quietly, but in such a way that what was said ran through the crowd like a rumor, with everyone quieting so that they could hear the next word, that not a word the candidate was saying was true. The result wasn’t that the people in the crowd agreed; it was that they began to think it over.

As a performer, with “God on Our Side” the singer had at once addressed the audience and taken his place in it. He created a drama in which you no longer knew quite where you were even as you understood everything that was being said. All at once he confirmed your identity and took it away.

It was an anonymous drama. The singer disappeared into the old books he shared with the people listening, and the drama paid off on the song’s promise: as the person on the stage sang, as if he had not only read about the wars he spoke of but witnessed them, you couldn’t tell his age. You could imagine him a hundred years old, or older than that. Seeing him plain, he might have been seventeen, he might have been twenty-eight—and to an eighteen-year-old like me, that was someone very old.

As on Time Out of Mind, made of newly composed songs that when one brings certain moods to them can sound older than Bob Dylan or the person listening will ever be, Dylan had announced himself under the same shape-shifting shadow. On Bob Dylan, his first album, released in March 1962, he appeared as a tramp: not the Chaplin tramp he often drew from onstage in those days, but someone who had slept in hobo jungles, seen men drink themselves mad with Sterno, and forgotten the names of people who for a night had seemed like the best friends anyone could ever have. Many of the songs are funny (“I been around this whole country,” he says at the start of “Pretty Peggy-O” of the place-name that in 1962 was a folk signpost, “but I never yet  found Fennario”); all in all the album was a collection of old songs about death. They dare the singer—What makes you think you can sing me? Blind Lemon Jefferson rises out of the grave in Wortham, Texas, where he’s slept since 1929, to ask this middle-class Jewish kid, born Robert Zimmerman in 1941, what he thinks he’s doing with his “See That My Grave Is Kept Clean” on his lips—and the singer throws the dare back: How can you deny me what is mine? In the early sixties, the Cambridge folk singer Geoff Muldaur was so caught up by Jefferson’s plea that he told all his friends he was going to travel to Jefferson’s grave with a broom and sweep it off. Dylan’s performance of the song gave the lie to the conceit.  Why should I sweep his grave? I’m in it.

That first album appeared seven months before the Cuban Missile Crisis, when—as then-Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara would tell the nation four decades later, in the film The Fog of War, in a voice in which you could hear his knowledge still struggling against his disbelief—the world truly did come within inches and minutes of an actual nuclear war. But it was a time when almost everyone assumed that nuclear war would take place somewhere, sometime, if not everywhere for all time. It was a time when black Americans, and white Americans who joined with them, risked their lives, and sometimes had them taken, whenever they raised their voices. It was a time when such people risked their lives when they walked forward when they were ordered to turn back, when they took a step outside the country into which  they had been born and into a new country—and that new country was nothing more than the country they and everyone else had been promised nearly two centuries before: a promise that, like a twenty-year-old from the mining town of Hibbing, Minnesota, taking possession of the songs of dead blues singers, they now understood they would have to keep for themselves. Death is real, the person singing on Bob Dylan  said; knocking on a door perhaps built especially for that purpose, the sound Dylan made—in moments hysterical, callow, too cool—could have seemed ridiculous, but it didn’t. The singer wasn’t ridiculous because he was right.

That day in New Jersey in 1963, Dylan’s voice was scraped and twisting, and not quite present, as if it were more a suggestion he was making than a claim he was staking. It was a voice that called up blocked roads and half-lit labyrinths, full of hints and beckonings, all cut with a sly, distant humor, a sense of secrets too good to tell out loud. The performance was unassuming, faceless, unique, perverse, pleasurable, and scary all at the same time.

When the show was over I spotted the singer, whose name I hadn’t caught, crouching behind the tent—there was no backstage, no guards, no protocols; this was, for an afternoon, that medieval village, with people gathered around Joan Baez, trying to remind her of a night they’d pulled her car out of the snow or brought her mother candy—so I went up to him. He was trying to light a cigarette. It was windy, and his hands were shaking; he wasn’t paying attention to  anything but the match. I was just dumbfounded enough to open my mouth. “You were terrific,” I said brightly. “I was shit,” he said, not looking up. “I was just shit.” I didn’t know what to say to that, so I walked off, casting an eye at Baez’s gleaming black Jaguar XKE, in those days the sexiest car on the road.

The reason I tell this ordinary story is that this first time I heard Bob Dylan’s voice was only the first first time.

 



“Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome the poet laureate of rock ’n’ roll. The voice of the promise of the sixties counterculture. The guy who forced folk into bed with rock, who donned makeup in the seventies and disappeared into a haze of substance abuse, who emerged to find Jay-sus, who was written off as a has-been in the late eighties—and who suddenly shifted gears, releasing some of the strongest music of his career beginning in the late nineties. Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome Columbia Recording Artist, Bob Dylan!”

 



 



That summation—boilerplate as it first appeared in the Buffalo  News in 2001, noting an upcoming Bob Dylan concert in nearby Hamburg, New York, but hilarious, telling, cutting and true as, appropriated as Dylan’s official introduction, it came out of the wings in Madison Square Garden in 2002—is as good as any. As pure media shock, instantly producing the displacement that occurs when the conventions of one form replace the conventions of another, it cleared the territory.

Though throughout the years Bob Dylan has, as his stage announcement suggests, performed as an employee in his own touring factory who forgot to punch his own time clock; as a man on a treadmill, each step forward leaving him not even one step behind, which would at least be movement: as someone trading on his name and his legend and offering nothing more. He has also performed as if his name means nothing and his age means less. Again and again he has come onto a stage and thrown off all baggage of fame or respect, familiarity and expectation, all the burdens and prizes that come when a performer acts as if he knows exactly how little he can get away with, or aims to please and does. Again and again, he has refused to give an audience what it paid for.

Those moments of rejection, of Bob Dylan clearing his decks or clearing his throat, occur all across his career. On high school stages in Hibbing with his rock ’n’ roll band the Golden Chords, playing piano and singing the Hollywood Flames’ “Buzz-Buzz-Buzz”—and in coffeehouses in Minneapolis and Greenwich Village in the early 1960s, when in his hands such folk-scene standards as “No More Auction Block” or “Handsome Molly” became not references to a flight from slavery or the allure of a faithless lover but the thing itself, the past invading the Gaslight Cafe like a curse. At the Newport Folk Festival on 25 July 1965, when “Like a Rolling Stone,” which had entered the charts the day before, was first performed, to boos, hysterics, cheers, shouts of abuse, and silence, and in the Free Trade Hall in Manchester,  England, in May 1966, when Dylan and his band, an errant rockabilly blues quintet from Toronto called the Hawks, conducted a war with a crowd outraged over their mocking betrayal of the eternal troubadour—a war that culminated when a fan stood up before the six on the stage and shouted “Judas!” a shout the six followed with more than seven minutes of “Like a Rolling Stone,” played as if it were a ship fighting its way out of a storm. Up in the Catskills in the summer of 1967 with a regrouped Hawks, about to become the Band, practicing alchemy on the old American folk language of nonsensical warnings and absurdist tall tales—and throughout a two-week evangelical crusade at the Warfield Theatre in San Francisco in 1979. With a rehearsal for “Blind Willie McTell” in 1983, a visionary song about a dead blues singer, the doom his country is calling down upon itself, and the route of the singer’s escape—and with the traditional songs Dylan began performing on stage in the late 1980s, as if seeking comrades in the likes of “When First Unto This Country” and “Eileen Aroon” as crowds barked and hollered, ignoring every word he sang. From the versions of commonplace blues and folk tunes he recorded on bare, unproduced albums in 1992 and 1993, each number turned into a kind of detective story, now with the singer the private eye and the song the case to be broken, then the other way around—to the burnt ground and retreating images of homecoming in  Time Out of Mind. “I got new eyes,” he sang there in “Highlands.” “Everything looks far away.” It was 1997: he was  singing a sixteen-minute song as if he were rewriting a single floating blues fragment, best sung in 1940 by Lucious Curtis in Natchez, Mississippi, in a jaunty style:
Babe I went

And I stood up

On some high old lonesome hill

Babe I went and I stood up on some

High old lonesome hill

And looked down on the house

Where I used to live
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