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  { Seems Like an Intro }




  My songs are just me talking to myself. . . . [The] songs are just pictures of what I’m seeing – glimpses of things. – Dylan to Ray Coleman, May

  1965




  I write all this stuff so I know what I’m saying. I’m behind it, so I don’t feel like I’m a mystery. – Dylan to Lynne Allen, December

  1978




  It’s not for me to understand my songs. . . . They make sense to me, but it’s not like I can explain them. – Dylan to Denise Worrell, November 1985




  People can learn everything about me through my songs, if they know where to look. They can juxtapose them with certain other songs and draw a clear picture. – Dylan

  to Edna Gundersen, September 1990
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  In April 1964, on the brink of breaking through to the mainstream, Dylan told Life magazine’s Chris Welles, ‘I am my words.’ Coming from the man who had

  just written ‘Chimes of Freedom’ and ‘Mr. Tambourine Man,’ it represented a statement of artistic intent as deliberate and self-conscious as Rimbaud’s ‘I is

  another.’ Dylan has many achievements from forty-five years in the limelight, but it is as a crafter of songs – on the page, in the studio, and onstage – that he is most likely to

  be remembered.




  Yet the output of this most prodigious of song-poets remains mired in misinformation that constrains a full analysis and appreciation of his achievement. Put

  plainly, too many writers are starting with the whole issue of ‘What does it mean?’ when no one has yet resolved the means by which the most remarkable artist of his era built

  his array of oral poetry wrapped in song. It is high time an actual order to the work was established: a context that may yet allay the catastrophe and confusion of which its practitioner remains

  so fond (and which he once told Ray Coleman was ‘the basis of [his] songs’).




  Even though there seems to be an unending variety of Dylan books – good, bad, and indifferent – no one has quite met the challenge of documenting every one of his songs with the aim

  of providing an authoritative history of the most multifaceted canon in twentieth-century popular song. To see the wood and not just the trees, we should perhaps start with a big bonfire of

  ‘books about Bob.’ Too many have been written by the chronically misinformed, the mercenary, and the magpie. And when the smoke begins to clear, we shall see a large stack of songs

  tottering in the wind, in need of shoring up with a few solid facts.




  As both his output and his popularity have continued to grow – lest we forget, the man has recently had two transatlantic number-one albums in the space of twelve months – the

  whole thing seems to have struck others as just too damn daunting. It initially seemed that way to me. Having compiled a provisional chronological list of every known original Dylan song (excluding

  instrumental), I discovered it totaled six hundred compositions. With so many songs, an ever-renewing fan base tuning in, and the ongoing pandemic of disinformation that is the Internet, a

  ‘just the facts’ history of every song from composition to recording and/or performance seemed like a necessity.




  Accepting that ‘the song is the thing’ was just the first step. I was determined to organize this array of songs from Dylan’s pen in the order in which they were written

  – not the order in which they were recorded or released. Only then could I start to tell the stories behind those songs not from the outer realms of speculation, but from the centrality

  that is their compositional history. At the end, there would hopefully be six hundred vignettes that amounted to a whole worth much more than its constituent parts. Maybe it wouldn’t be the

  greatest story ever told, but it would provide the evidence necessary to blow away any other claimant to the singer-songwriters’ crown of thorns.




  I should perhaps state at the outset that Revolution in the Air, despite its allusive title, is not an attempt to emulate Ian MacDonald’s

  commendable work on The Beatles’ songs and their context, Revolution in the Head. Yes, it is an attempt to tell the story of an artist through his art. But in the process, I

  seek to show that Dylan’s work is a whole lot more than a series of period pieces confined to their milieu. Hence, Revolution in the Air alludes not only to one of Dylan’s most

  perfectly realized songs (‘Tangled Up in Blue’), but also to something he said to journalist and author Charles Kaiser in 1985: ‘I’ve never looked at my stuff or me as being

  part of a certain age or an era.’ The spirit underlying the best of these songs is intangible, ever moving, just out of reach. Even when one is acting as the guide.




  In a (doubtless forlorn) attempt to slacken the grip of the sociologists on the study of not just Dylan, but popular literature, folk songs, and mass culture, I hope to remind readers that the

  songs are the product of one man from a particular time and place. He wrote the songs in a specific order, and they reflect both lesser and greater concerns. He did not write to, as it were, change

  the world. Even if he did. The songs repay such a forensic approach precisely because many continue to stand up, to defy the ebbing tides of trendiness that have washed away many of his

  peers’ more earnest efforts.




  By sorting the historical wheat from the sociological chaff, I hope to give readers a sense of how the songs acquired the internal strength to take on a life of their own, and how their creator

  had the artistic will to see them through. The changes he has gone through are all here, burnished by the alchemy of song. And to feel those changes, all one really needs to do is return to

  the songs, hopefully with a fuller understanding as to the where, when, and why of how they came about.
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  Having already written extensively (exhaustively?) about the author of this inestimable body of song – though not for the past decade – I have returned to find the

  world of Dylan experts, would-be academics, and online know-it-alls in a greater stew than in the days when the Internet had yet to compound every crackpot theory, crank story, or distorted fact

  into an endemic diaspora of misinformation. Even when one so-called expert produced an encyclopedia on the man, it turned out to be an almanac of prejudices founded

  on precious little original research: a bringing together of misinformation, not an organized compendium of facts, methodical and managed.




  The question I kept asking myself was, why had no one tackled the songs in a systematic way when the likes of XTC and the Clash [!] had both been the subjects of such studies? Sure, there

  had been an occasional foray into the sixties catalogue, as a means to reiterate the received wisdom of others and collect a bountiful publisher’s advance. And there always seems to be room

  for another hundred-best Dylan songs piece in those periodicals that continue to feed fans of a once-fecund form.




  There has even been an intelligent and genuinely original attempt to look at the early, folk-infused songs: The Formative Dylan: Transmission and Stylistic Influences, 1961–1963, by

  the academically inclined Todd Harvey. But Harvey stops short of contemplating every song, even from the years that concern him, or putting them in the order in which they were written. So even

  here, I had to start again and reassemble the work, though many of the early songs put the ‘formulaic’ in formative.




  With the Beatles, MacDonald was able to keep things neat, concocting a rise, a plateau, and a fall. Such neatness would be anomalous in Dylan’s case. Unlike other sixties contemporaries

  for whom subsequent decades have been one sustained, slow decline, he has continued to produce not just a quantity of songs but also, at times, songs of commensurate quality. And as of 2006, he has

  six hundred notches on his belt.




  With a body of work this expansive, the quality has necessarily been uneven (and not just in the later years). So the reader must expect to veer from a work of genius to the genuinely gauche and

  back again in the twinkling of an eye. Dylan has always liked to upset the carts of preconception. That too has probably scared off some potential chroniclers. It has certainly scared off a few

  publishers, for whom the inevitable solution – two volumes – was a bridge too far.




  Thankfully, the symmetry of Dylan’s career to date could not have provided a neater divide, separating into two parts my detailing of these exercises in songwriting. The first three

  hundred songs were all completed by the end of 1973, when Dylan was on the verge of an eagerly awaited return to performance, signing off the years of amnesia

  (1968–72) with the immortal line, ‘Now that the past is gone’ (‘The Wedding Song’). The 301st song marks the start of an entirely new phase for Dylan the songwriter:

  ‘Lily, Rosemary and the Jack of Hearts,’ the first song written for perhaps his most perennially rewarding breakthrough, Blood on the Tracks.




  Revolution in the Air, though, concentrates on Dylan’s sixties output, trickling into the early seventies, when Dylan was still struggling to come to terms with the burdensome

  legacy of those halcyon days and wondering if he’d ever paint his masterpiece. The true surge of song-writing had come at the same time as that of his Liverpudlian peers, with 207 of

  the 300 songs herein written between 1962 and 1967, a burst of creativity that dwarfs any comparable twentieth-century figure. Organizing such material, given that Dylan then wrote his songs

  ‘in two hours, or maybe two days at the most,’ proved a challenge.




  Thankfully the documentation has generally been available, if not always at hand. I am constantly gratified to be reminded of how well Dylan’s artistic footsteps have been traced by his

  contemporaries, and how friends and other strangers have seen fit to preserve scraps of paper, tapes of jam sessions, and even diaries to light the way. In many cases, especially in the years

  before mass acceptance, there are home performances, demos, live tapes, session tapes, and even drafts of lyrics available to the collecting cabal, along with session logs, first-person accounts,

  and some video. As I was putting the finishing touches to this very volume, I uncovered another batch of ‘MacKenzie songs,’ drafts of original songs he left at Eve and Mac’s house

  back in 1961, which required a reorganization of that initial section.




  One of the challenges with Dylan is that new information (and new work) continues to come out, constantly forcing rethinks from redoubtable experts. And we can all still experience new

  perspectives as important influences yield up some of their secrets. Most recently, Greenwich Village girlfriend Suze Rotolo has decided to publish her own memoir of those days, even though it is

  only fleetingly informative, and woefully edited.




  If the lack of any reliable biographical data has forced those obsessed with Shakespeare to look for hidden clues in often-unreliable texts, the budding Dylan scholar has no such excuse. I have

  tried to maintain a balance between finding patterns in the man’s life replicated in his art and out-and-out speculation as to the identity of characters and

  events in songs. (This is not the publishing equivalent of filmmaker Todd Haynes’s I’m Not There!) I have also sought to remind myself that the songs’ reference points most

  likely reside in previous Dylan originals or in the traditional folk songs from which he says he ‘learned the language [of song] . . . by singing them and knowing them and remembering

  them.’ As he told Mr. Farley on the eve of his first album of the twenty-first century, ‘All my songs, the styles I work in, were all developed before I was born.’




  Truth be told, Dylan has borrowed rather heavily from that veritable ‘tree with roots,’ the branches of which have been responsible for Anglo-American folk and blues. As he told

  journalist Mikail Gilmore in their most recent on-the-record conversation: ‘Folk music is where it all starts and in many ways ends [for me]. . . . If you don’t know how to control

  that, and you don’t feel historically tied to it, then what you’re doing is not going to be as strong as it could be. . . . [Back when I started] you could hear the actual people

  singing those ballads. You could hear Clarence Ashley, Doc Watson, Dock Boggs, The Memphis Jug Band [sic], Furry Lewis.’




  Dylan has driven this point home time and time again in performance, in the cover versions he has recorded at career tipping points, in interviews sincere or surreal, and now in the first (and

  last?) volume of some highly selective memoirs, Chronicles. But still, too much time has been spent finding obscure (and usually dubious) literary references or rummaging through a blues

  concordance for a line here or there that Dylan has integrated into work of a richer vein, rather than relating that work to (what Dylan continually assures us is) the veritable font of his vision:

  traditional folk song.




  As with Robert Burns, tradition underlies everything Dylan has done. Yet it has never limited the horizon of his vision. And so, hoping to redress an imbalance in Dylan studies (cough), I have

  highlighted any references to this rich tradition whenever I have come upon them in word and tune. However, at no point do I suggest that Dylan’s own songs are mere reconstitutions of what

  came before (except perhaps in 1961–2, when he had not yet learned to use tradition as a prodding stick rather than a crutch).




  The cumulative effect should demonstrate how the influence of the old songs is altogether more profound and more invasive than the more modern forms of music

  celebrated on Dylan’s Theme Time Radio Hour radio shows (for which producer Eddie G. should undoubtedly share much of the credit/blame on the selection front), or those occasional

  literary influences he has admitted. May I divert readers away from the secondary streams that seem to have occupied many a study of this song-and-dance man.




  Which is not to say that Dylan hasn’t at times self-consciously connected the two traditions: oral and literary. When he says, ‘All . . . the styles I work in were all developed

  before I was born,’ he does not just mean folk music. He is talking about a way with words present in all his lyrics, as he admitted when talking about Shakespeare (of all people) to

  an L.A. journalist in 1988, hoping to distance himself from those singer-songwriters who treat him as the originator of the form:




  

    

      [Some] people think that people who play the acoustic guitar and write their own songs are folk singers, but that’s not necessarily true. They’re writing their

      own songs but they’re not really based on anything. . . . Ever seen a Shakespeare play? It’s like the English language at its peak, where one line [after another] will come out like

      a stick of dynamite. . . . And folk songs are pretty much the same way.


    


  




  Even Christopher Ricks, that most respected of literary scholars, spends barely a handful of pages in his Dylan’s Visions of Sin relating Dylan’s work to the folk songs and

  ballads that provided him with that rock-solid foundation. (Ricks compounds his sin by quoting from Arthur Quiller-Couch’s Oxford Book of Ballads, a source utterly discredited for more

  than ninety years.)




  If Dylan’s own imagination provides the building bricks underlying the architecture of his songs, then tradition supplies the mortar. How many would imagine that the opening line to

  1963’s ‘Percy’s Song,’ ‘Sad news, sad news, came to me,’ was a play on a commonplace convention found as far back as ‘The King and the Abbot,’ a

  sixteenth-century minstrel ballad? And how many more would imagine that it was the assimilation of all that inherited tradition that kept Dylan inspired all the way from ‘Song to Woody’

  to ‘The Wedding Song’?
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  Because Dylan remains first and foremost an oral poet, and a literary figure only as an unavoidable by-product, an appreciation of the man’s

  achievements and the critical apparatus necessary to critique his work have rarely comingled. Seeing him as a literary figure has even led some minor modern poets – Simon Armitage, who he?

  – to write condescending ‘appreciations’ of his art from a supposedly empathic position. But then, as Nietszche well knew, ‘Communication is only possible between

  equals.’




  Dylan himself has preferred to avoid those who equate performance art with poetasters of the page. Even a general disinterest for the passage of his lyrics from performance to page suggests he

  considers such an exercise as unimportant as a published version of his plays was to Shakespeare. Dylan told a friend back in 1965, ‘I have no respect for . . . the literary world . . . [or]

  the museum types.’ Yet there have been times when he has owned up to a certain literary bent, notably back in 1973, when he oversaw the publication of the first authorized edition of his

  lyrics, Writings and Drawings.




  At this troubled time, he displayed a genuine interest in its presentation and the accuracy of its contents. Even in Writings and Drawings, though, he allowed a number of anomalies to go

  unexplained, and even introduced a few. The placement of certain unreleased songs seems at first glance somewhat whimsical (‘I’ll Keep It with Mine’ comes in the Blonde on

  Blonde section, while ‘Long Distance Operator’ is with The Basement Tapes, though the songs date from 1964 and 1965, respectively). In fact, a kind of logic was

  applied, albeit based on the date of studio recording, not actual composition. But one can place a good deal more faith in the song order in this book than in Writings and Drawings.




  A further source of frustration with that original edition of lyrics is that Dylan allowed some of the unreleased songs – specifically ones from the defining years 1965–7 – to

  be taken from audio transcriptions and not his own memory or manuscript/s. To push the Shakespeare analogy again, these transcriptions are almost in the vein of the so-called ‘bad

  quartos,’ cloth-eared and incompetent transcriptions made in haste, replacing a quixotic internal logic with ungarnished gibberish.




  In fact, bookleg versions of the same songs, found in the unauthorized early seventies Dylan songbooks that Writings and Drawings was published to

  counteract, are often superior, despite sometimes being derived from nth-generation bootleg tapes. The official volume’s mistranscriptions have not only remained uncorrected in

  subsequent editions but have been compounded further. Indeed, in 1985 and 2004, when he again allowed collected editions of his Lyrics to go to press – editions of which the printers

  behind those infamous ‘bad quartos’ would have been ashamed – it was left to the man’s minions to supervise the finished artifact.




  Perhaps the most frustrating aspect of these two latter editions of Lyrics, both published under Dylan’s auspices, has been the way that each revision has led to a less

  precise version than its predecessor. The 2004 Lyrics actually omitted all of his poems and sleeve notes and even some songs found in the two previous editions, all the while leaving

  previous errors uncorrected. Yet a number of bookleg collections of Dylan lyrics continued to introduce songs and variant versions to the (underground) printed word. (One of these collections,

  Words Fill My Head, deserves special commendation.)




  As it is, the latest edition of Lyrics – perhaps the most frustrating ‘Collected Works’ since Robert Graves started to lose his marbles and began reorganizing his

  collected poems according to a senile disposition – contains only about 60 percent of the originals covered here, as well as continuing to include lyrics that are clearly mis-transcribed or

  annoyingly incomplete. (Where, pray tell, are all the verses to songs as important as ‘Call Letter Blues,’ ‘She’s Your Lover Now,’ and ‘Farewell

  Angelina’?) As such, although it is not my primary concern, I have duly noted instances where the published lyrics are unreliable or incomplete in some significant way, referring the reader

  back to the recording or a more reliable published source.




  One can’t help but conclude that Dylan really doesn’t give a damn about his lyrics being transplanted from their preferred medium. As he told Bruce Heiman back in 1979, ‘You

  can’t separate the words from the music. I know people try to do that. But . . . it’s like separating the foot from the knee.’ He, at least, recognizes the futility of fixing

  lyrics on a page minus the tune, which will always be an inferior experience to hearing the way the man bends words to his will in performance. Because it is

  in performance that they can change; it is where they live and breathe.




  He has talked at length about how it is performing these songs that gives his life purpose (‘the songs are what I do’), making him and them stay young. This makes this

  song-history as much a work in progress as the songs themselves. It also means that readers are sometimes required to follow the history of a song from, say, its conception in 1964 to its execution

  (sic) at a 2006 Modern Times show, only to have to re-immerse themselves in that original milieu. (Told ya it wasn’t Revolution in the Head.)




  Generally I have tried to restrain the obscurantist in me and have confined myself to especially ‘noteworthy’ reworkings, albeit applied subjectively. I am, after all, primarily

  concerned with the starting point for the songs: possible autobiographical inspirations; any sources, musical and/or lyrical; the time lag between composition and recording on tape; and indeed each

  song’s relationship to other songs in the canon. The song’s survival in performance may not do more than reiterate its original self.




  Some of the time, though, performances become an integral part of an ongoing process. As Dylan told Jim Jerome while preparing to take the Blood on the Tracks and Desire songs on

  the road for the first time: ‘A songwriter tries to grasp a certain moment, write it down, sing it for that moment and then keep that experience within himself, so he can be able to sing the

  song years later.’ The songs move their meanings as much for Dylan as for his audience. By establishing how and when each song came about, one can hopefully tether that movement to something

  relatively sturdy. Here’s hoping.




  [image: img]




  Dylan’s working methods have changed over the years, but certain constants remain. He has continued to find inspiration in isolation. As he told Ellen Baker,

  ‘Writing is such an isolated thing. You’re in such an isolated frame of mind. You have to get into or be in that place.’ Suze Rotolo’s evocative description of a young Dylan

  who ‘would sit at a table in some cheesy little luncheonette and write . . . in his little spiral notebook while drinking coffee’ only holds true to the end of their relationship in

  March 1964, and maybe not even that late.




  By February 1964 he had to write in hotel rooms, in the back seats of cars, or in snatched moments backstage. Over the next decade he tried fleeing overseas,

  retiring to Woodstock, and disappearing into the desert of Arizona to write – all the time searching for ‘the environment to do it in.’ (This is the sole subject matter of one of

  his finest post-accident compositions, ‘When I Paint My Masterpiece.’) In one infamous instance, as he worked to make an absurdly tight deadline, he even started writing songs in the

  studio, with quite impressive results – Blonde on Blonde.




  Other times he took his time, as with the likes of ‘Mr. Tambourine Man’ and ‘Like a Rolling Stone.’ Yet quick or slow, in the city or in the country, overseas or back

  home, the songs generally flowed until 1968 when, as he later put it, ‘I was half-stepping and the lights went out.’ Interestingly, this happened shortly after he departed from a

  working practice established early on in his career. Having rarely felt compelled to work out the words first, he began to break this golden rule on the songs he wrote at Big Pink in the summer of

  1967, carrying over the practice to the unexpectedly austere John Wesley Harding.




  But generally Dylan has used the tune as a prop (or often, when trawling tradition, as the germ of an idea). As he told journalist Ray Connolly, ‘When I do songs I usually fit the words

  around the music, and it’s the music which determines the words.’ He was even more specific to Australian journalist Karen Hughes: ‘A melody just happens to appear as I’m

  playing and after that the words come in and out.’ Not a bad way to make a living.




  He is generally reluctant to deconstruct his own work – as indeed he should be – even on those occasions when he feels obliged to demonstrate that they were conceived

  consciously and worked on meticulously. The one thing that the combination of a couple dozen song drafts and dozens more studio takes confirms is that Dylan works long and hard on most of his

  songs, even if he has had to learn the hard way not to consider the initial inspiration sufficient to get the song nailed. As he has said, ‘The hardest part is when the inspiration

  dies along the way. Then you spend all your time trying to recapture it.’




  This book is necessarily as much about those moments ‘when the inspiration dies along the way’ as it is about the moments when a song is a home run. The former is as much a part of

  Dylan’s art as the latter. One can learn at least as much about his craftsmanship from a song that he ultimately rejects, like ‘She’s Your Lover

  Now,’ as from one that came along free and easy, like ‘Tombstone Blues.’ (I made much the same point in Recording Sessions, apropos his studio work, but I’d like to

  think it holds true here, too.)




  Every song has a story. Some can be told over a cigarette. Others require the full gypsy feast. But please do not assume that Dylan’s more famous songs necessarily receive the most fulsome

  entries or have the most interesting histories. All six hundred such histories are required to build up a recognizable self-portrait of this remarkable songwriter. No matter how fascinating the

  true story of the libeling of William Zantzinger, the slandering of Carla Rotolo, or the eulogizing of Joey Gallo, they are but the pieces in a jigsaw puzzle that is not as yet complete.




  Revolution in the Air starts with a boy who hardly seemed to have an original thought in his head, eases into a period when he could almost do no wrong and had the world of song at his

  beck and call, and then stretches into that (longer) period when he was forced to extract each and every masterpiece like an impacted wisdom tooth. At the end of this process, he emerges as a

  conscious artist, ready to unleash his mid-seventies masterpieces at a pace almost as dazzling as during that initial heyday. But for that, I’m afraid, one must wait to find out the price of

  doing all this twice.




  Since the completion of this volume, Tim Dunn has updated The Bob Dylan Copyright Files 1962–2007. In this rather weighty update are a series of song titles, copyrighted en masse

  when transferred from Grossman’s estate to Dylan’s publishing company, in 1988. Credited to Dwarf Music, the long list (some ninety songs) appears to include some previously unknown

  basement-tape compositions. Aside from ‘Dress It Up, Better Have It All’ and ‘You Own a Racehorse,’ it seems there were three other related titles reassigned at this

  juncture: ‘What’s It Gonna Be When It Comes Up?,’ ‘My Woman She’s A-Leavin’,’ and ‘Mary Lou, I Love You Too.’ A separate reassignment has a

  song called ‘Baby Lou,’ which one suspects is simply the previous song under another name. Further information (and maybe even a tape or two) shall hopefully emerge in the fullness of

  time.




  

    – Clinton Heylin, December 2008


  




  

     

  




  ‘Do Not Accept Chaos’




  { Some Notes on Method }




  It might be helpful if I outline a few factual guidelines before readers hunker down with the first three hundredweight of songs. So here are some notes pertaining to the

  criteria for inclusion that I’ve exercised; what manuscripts I have been able to access; how I have used the Sony studio logs and sessionographies that I and others have compiled over the

  years; what basis I applied when inserting Dylan’s own thoughts and/or those of collaborators and intimates; further notes on the three official collections of lyrics; and, finally, those

  online resources that might actually steer the reader right, thereby enhancing his or her appreciation of Dylan’s – and this – work.




  Criteria for Inclusion – A cursory scan of the contents page will tell anybody what is extant and what is not. There are some songs I

  have listed, even discussed, that do not exist either on tape or on the page, but only in the memory banks of a few fortunate folk (e.g., ‘Won’t You Buy My Postcard?’ and

  ‘Gates of Hate’). There are also, as one would expect, some songs (e.g., ‘Wild Wolf,’ ‘My Previous Life,’ and others) that we can be confident were

  recorded but have not as yet reached these ears. A number of oft-rumoured songs (the legendary ‘Church with No Upstairs,’ for one) I have simply omitted, along with every instrumental

  the man has ever recorded.




  Essentially my criteria has been to include only ‘songs,’ not tunes, and to include only those that have a documented title and/or a set of words, no matter how unlikely it may be that the song has survived in some concrete form. If it has been copyrighted to Dylan, it’s here; if not, I have used my own judgement.

  Where there is no title, or the title is itself a matter of dispute, I have treated the song’s existence as uncertain unless there is evidence that it was put down on tape (e.g., the basement

  tape section, where I include copyrighted songs as yet unheard, but omit any example if a rumoured title is all we have).




  Manuscripts – Because they go to the very core of Dylan’s inspirational way of writing, the few manuscripts that have come the

  serious student’s way represent the most fascinating and potentially revealing of all the material with a direct bearing on his compositional art. So how exactly does he go about writing his

  songs? Certainly not with a tape recorder in his hand, à la Pete Townshend. A pencil in his hand, yes.




  The extant material makes it clear that Dylan generally likes to write songs out in long-hand, only typing them up when he feels he has arrived at some approximation of the finished form. Even

  exceptions, like ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ and certain Blonde on Blonde drafts, where he might start at the typewriter, indicate someone who is likely to rework the results

  with pen(cil) in hand.




  Based on the unrevealing scraps tossed into The Bob Dylan Scrapbook and the 2004 edition of Lyrics, one might assume that there is a paucity of surviving source material. In fact

  there are at least five major collections of Dylan’s lyrics and poems from the pre-accident years, listed below.




  (i) Poems Without Titles, circa 1960 – a self-conscious collection totalling some two dozen pages of vers libre poems that revel in a new-found freedom from

  parental control and the joys of a world full of sexy gals.




  (ii) The MacKenzie-Krown Papers, circa 1961 – an extremely important collection comprising a couple dozen early Dylan songs – some handwritten, some typed

  out with chords – that were left with, or given to, Eve and Mac MacKenzie, with whom Dylan often ‘crashed’ in 1961, or Kevin Krown, a friend from the Midwest who traveled to New

  York at much the same time as Dylan. These were subsequently auctioned by the MacKenzies’ son, Peter. Most of the songs appear to date from April to September

  1961, though it is possible that some of the typed songs have a slightly later provenance, say fall 1961.




  (iii) The Margolis and Moss Manuscripts, circa 1963 – the most substantial of the early Dylan collections, the bulk of these papers are in fact typescripts of

  poems written in the fall of that year, after the completion of the The Times . . . LP. Several are concerned with JFK’s assassination. Also included are the originals for all eleven

  of Dylan’s Outlined Epitaphs, plus draft versions of ‘Liverpool Gal’ (June 1963), ‘I’ll Keep It with Mine’ (June 1964), and ‘Phantom Engineer’

  (June 1965), which do not date from the same period as the poems (and play) that constitute the bulk of the collection, which was ultimately acquired by Salford singer Graham Nash.




  (iv) The Another Side Manuscripts, circa May–June 1964 – the most important collection of Dylan lyrics and poems to have emerged to date, the Blood

  on the Tracks notebook excepted. Not only does it provide almost entirely handwritten drafts of most songs recorded on June 9 for that album, but in important instances (like ‘To

  Ramona,’ ‘Ballad in Plain D,’ and ‘It Ain’t Me Babe’), there are two or more draft versions, allowing a microscopic insight into the process of composition.




  Also part of this material is a handwritten draft of ‘Gates of Eden’ (included in The Bob Dylan Scrapbook) and typed versions of all the poems, given the general title

  ‘some other kind of songs’ when a selection was published on the rear sleeve of Another Side. An unedited set was later included in Writings and Drawings and the 1985

  edition of Lyrics (though not the 2004 edition). This invaluable resource I have used freely. As a result, I recommend that readers have a copy of Lyrics on hand when they get to that

  part of the book.




  (v) The Blonde on Blonde Typescripts / Miscellaneous Manuscripts, circa February/March 1966 – the most problematic of the early collections simply because

  the various typescripts and handwritten lyrics have been sold piecemeal at various auctions, years apart, by the original owner, making it hard to establish the size or worth of the material as

  a collection. What it does not provide is a single example of a Blonde on Blonde song in the various stages of composition from idea to resolution. But there are around a dozen

  individual lyric sheets of varying worth, some typed and hand corrected, others providing a shorthand version of an almost complete lyric in Dylan’s

  hand.




  On the basis of the above material, it does seem clear that Dylan likes to work fast on his songs, often coming up with couplets and bridges when a song’s structure is

  not yet defined. He also appears to have a pretty good idea of when a song has exhausted its potential. The few fragments we have of prototype songs that never became more than this demonstrate

  generally sound instincts as to what works and what doesn’t. These early manuscripts also show how Dylan likes to reuse ideas from songs he has abandoned (see song entries for ‘I Hear a

  Train A-Rollin,’ ‘Man on the Street,’ ‘Hero Blues,’ and ‘Liverpool Gal’; and their corollaries, ‘Train A-Travelin’,’ ‘Only a

  Hobo,’ ‘It Ain’t Me Babe,’ and ‘I Don’t Believe You’).




  There are also a number of song typescripts from the period 1962–3 that are known to exist, though in most cases they constitute the ‘finished’ versions Dylan inserted into his

  own notebooks (and which he clearly consulted when compiling Writings and Drawings; see ‘I Shall Be Free’). But even after what might be termed his ‘New York’ period,

  the occasional typescript or handwritten draft has found its way into the collecting world, notably the frustrating but fascinating ‘I’m Not There’ draft from 1967.




  The manuscripts demonstrate something not necessarily apparent from his recorded and live work – that Dylan is actually an exemplary editor of his own work. Rarely will he substitute an

  image or a phrase with an inferior one, and when he sees a lyric that needs repair work, his instincts are almost invariably correct. Given the number of times he has exercised ‘poor’

  judgement in the studio when picking takes or songs for release, it is perhaps surprising that he should be so sure of himself when working on the page. Yet the evidence, where available, is pretty

  conclusive. Oh, for a similar booty from Oh Mercy!, though I somehow doubt they’d show those ‘missing’ verses quoted in Chronicles.




  It seems inevitable that more and more such material will start to surface now that contemporaries are dying off or bolstering their pensions. Suze Rotolo recently sold some of her personal

  collection, including a previously undocumented four-page poem about life in prison, written circa 1962. Hopefully much of it will continue to be surreptitiously

  copied before disappearing into the cloistered confines of the Morgan Library in New York, where the originals of a great deal of this material – first collected by a wealthy Brooklyn banker

  named George Hechter – currently reside. Greatly restricted access was one condition of its deposit there.




  Studio Logs – A little background: back in 1994 I obtained access to the Sony cardex and what session records were held at their New York

  archives. Incorporating other original research made into Dylan’s non-Sony sessions, musician information from the New York office of the American Federation of Musicians (AFM), and two

  days’ work at the Country Hall of Fame in Nashville, I made the first serious effort to compile a song-by-song record of Dylan’s recording sessions, published initially in the fall of

  that year as Bob Dylan: Recording Sessions 1960–1994 (St. Martin’s Press).




  Between writing this book and its publication, Dylan’s office decided to provide a Danish dentist and amateur Dylan collector, Michael Krogsgaard, with access to the whole Sony system. The

  result was a sessionography that he published in nine installments in two Dylan fanzines, first The Telegraph and then The Bridge, stopping at Dylan’s 1990 album Under the

  Red Sky. For reasons best known to Mr. Krogsgaard, he (and Telegraph editor John Bauldie) decided not only to preempt my own work by hastily publishing the first part of his researches

  – so hastily he decided ‘Advice to Geraldine,’ a printed poem, was an Another Side outtake – but to produce this entire sessionography without a single reference to

  my published book, even when I had self-evidently heard an outtake he had not.




  Because of his unparalleled access, Krogsgaard’s sessionography has become, in the fullness of time, a valuable resource. But it could have been of greater value still if he had collated

  his own work with that of the only other person to use Sony’s resources, and annotated his session listings with a clear indication of which material he had actually heard (almost none of it,

  I’d surmise). As it is, there is no way of knowing which material in his sessionography is based solely on studio logs or those AFM sheets he was able to access. Hell, he could even have

  looked at first-hand recollections from sessions – as I had – that referred to recordings absent from the logs (the acoustic ‘Dirge,’

  f’r instance). ‘Above all else, call it research.’




  But he didn’t do any of this. As a consequence, I have been obliged to cross-reference his sessionography with the now wholly computerized Sony database to make sure that the former

  tallies with the latter. And although I have adhered to Krogsgaard’s session listings when I have no evidence that he has sinned by omission, I have where possible applied a critical

  discrimination to his work that he considered unnecessary with mine. Not surprisingly, his work has sometimes been found wanting. The session sheets to some of the sessions he could not find

  have also turned up as part of an ongoing review of Dylan studio material by Sony. So, the session information herein is the most accurate of any would-be Dylan researcher.




  How useful such information is in deciding the likely order in which Dylan wrote the songs he recorded is a frustrating issue, especially once he starts recording albums in one or two blocks of

  sessions. With the Nashville Skyline and New Morning LPs in particular, one is obliged to cast about for other evidence to supply an order in which the songs were most likely composed

  (i.e., intelligent speculation).




  Even though the New Morning album was in fact recorded at four separate sets of sessions – in March, May, June, and August of 1970 – the songs themselves seem to have been

  largely composed in two bursts: one in the winter of 1970, supplying the sessions in March and May, and one preceding and/or coinciding with the June sessions. The songs written in 1969–70

  remain the most organizationally and chronologically problematic of those covered in this volume (though we are still on firmer ground than with songs written after 1990).




  Performances – In the sixties Dylan’s live performances often served as a barometer not for the next album but for the one after

  that, so fast was the man spinning. As such Dylan’s early performance history is an integral part of this narrative, especially the important New York showcases at Carnegie Recital Hall

  (11/4/61), Town Hall (4/12/63), Carnegie Hall (10/26/63), and Philharmonic Hall (10/31/64), as well as the three Newport Folk Festival performances recently released on DVD. Thankfully – and

  hats off to Columbia for their foresight – all of these performances were taped professionally and, save for five songs from the Recital Hall performance,

  circulate.1




  The more attentive reader may in fact notice that in the historical information attached to each and every song, I have sometimes listed the ‘first known performance’ first, whereas

  other times the ‘known studio recordings’ takes priority. This is no typographical accident. It is based on whether Dylan went from composition to performance to recording or from

  composition to recording to performance. Though the former instance becomes a rarity once Dylan returns to the arena/s in 1974, audio documentation exists for many songs in this first volume: songs

  that served as performance pieces while awaiting a studio setting.




  And even though he stopped previewing songs to audiences after 1981, Dylan has consistently claimed that the records matter a great deal less to him than his performances. As he said to Jon

  Bream in January 1978: ‘An album for me isn’t anything more than a collection of songs . . . written to be sung from the stage. . . . It’s always been that way for me. . . . I

  just put out one album after another. . . . Songs aren’t any good really unless they can be sung on stage. They’re meant to be sung to people, not to microphones in a recording

  studio.’




  Dylan in His Own Words – As with my Dylan biography – in both guises – I have endeavored to find out what Dylan has had to

  say about his work both generally and specifically, incorporating his words in the relevant song’s history, providing yet another invaluable resource for the congenitally lazy breed of

  ‘rock critic’ to cherry pick for this month’s ‘Why Dylan Matters’ feature. In trawling every published interview, onstage rap, written prose piece, and now one rather

  unreliable memoir, I’d like to think I’ve brought the reader some insight into how Dylan sees his songs.




  Some readers may even be surprised at just how much Dylan’s voice appears herein, given the contemporary cliché that he is a difficult interviewee and that he never deals in

  specifics when talking about his work. Dare I suggest, this volume alone refutes that suggestion. Unlike many a contemporary singer-songwriter – even someone as worthy as Neil Young or Van

  Morrison – Dylan is a well read, articulate artist who under the right conditions and in the right company (Nat Hentoff, Jonathan Cott, Mikail Gilmore, and Robert Hilburn being four of the

  better examples) can be surprisingly forthcoming about what makes him tick artistically. Just not when writing his own memoir (hence my frequent attempts to refute the basis of any account given in

  Chronicles, even when Dylan is revealing an emotional connection that is real).




  Eye-Witnesses, Collaborators, and Muses – Because this is not a biography, readers will find that I rely less on the verbatim

  recollections of musicians and muses than previous chronicles do. Where the relationship between a muse and the music seems ‘right on target, so direct,’ I haven’t shied away from

  explicating that connection, tight or otherwise. But knowing that Dylan is a master of making songs appear to equate life with art, I’ve tried not to overstate the case (especially

  after seeing what Mr. Haynes did with my supposition that ‘She’s Your Lover Now’ might be ‘about’ a menage involving Dylan, Edie Sedgwick, and Bobby

  Neuwirth).




  A number of folk have been fortunate enough to hear a Dylan song when the ink was still not dry. Where possible I have tried to incorporate their initial impressions. And though it would be 1967

  before he started collaborating on songs, a process that lasted well into the nineties, the recollections of these collaborators adds another layer to the portrait of the way Dylan likes to work

  – even if the songs in question have rarely been commensurate with his best solo work.




  Lyrics / Writings and Drawings – I have already given vent on the three official editions of Dylan’s lyrics to date. But it should

  perhaps go without saying that at least one edition would be a useful companion while reading Revolution in the Air. And given that the period I cover all but dovetails with Writings and Drawings, which Dylan approached in a hands-on way, this is the edition I would recommend. But the songs he recorded in 1973 require reference to

  either an edition of Lyrics or, preferably, the generally excellent The Songs of Bob Dylan 1966–1975, an intelligently compiled songbook that provided some additions to the

  published work on its appearance in 1976.




  Internet Resources – Where the Internet has proved a boon for fans and scholars alike has been in the way information has been

  shared, simultaneously reinforcing the view, common among collectors, that the official versions of songs should no longer be seen as the final word when appreciating Dylan’s art. Because he

  attracts (more than) his fair share of fanatics and aficionados, there is certainly no shortage of sites on the World Wide Web providing theories on the songs, though somewhat fewer relate their

  theories to any actual, factual resource. Nonetheless, the following sites are useful starting points for those readers who wish to dig deeper into Dylan’s performance history, session

  recordings, or lyrical variations.




  

    

      	

        [image: img]  


      



      	

        Words Fill My Head is an absolutely essential addendum to the official Lyrics. Starting life back in the early nineties as a privately circulated bookleg,

        Words Fill My Head has continued to expand into cyberspace, all the while accommodating many obvious omissions from Lyrics.
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        Still on the Road is the section of Olof Bjorner’s Web site (bjorner.com) that provides a breakdown of Dylan sessions, gigs, and recordings over the years,

        helpfully organized, easy to access, and regularly updated. Though Bjorner relies heavily (and uncritically) on the work of the usual culprits – myself, Glen Dundas, Krogsgaard –

        for the more knotty issues, he usually credits his sources and is by far the best starting point for locating such information in cyberspace. Also to be found on Bjorner’s site is a

        section called ‘It Ain’t Me Babe,’ which provides a bewildering alphabetical list of every cover version of a Dylan song that a Swede might know.
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        The online version of Michael Krogsgaard’s sessionography goes up to 1990’s Under the Red Sky. However, it does not appear that even this version has been updated or corrected from the versions published initially in The Telegraph and The Bridge. Therefore, it still includes the occasional

        ‘howler.’
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        Searching for a Gem has a subdirectory entitled ‘Starlight in the East’ with a ‘Directory of Bob Dylan’s Unreleased Songs’ compiled

        by Alan Fraser. Again, not a great deal of critical methodology in evidence, but a useful checklist of songs, rumoured and real.
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        bobdylan.com is the official Dylan site, which to its credit offers the lyrics to all songs published by Dylan’s music publisher, Special Rider, including so-called

        ‘arrangements,’ though it also lists some songs – like ‘Kingsport Town’ – for which it provides audio excerpts but no lyrics. For those you’ll need

        to turn to, yes, Words Fill My Head.


      

    


  




  

    And now, suitably equipped, it is time to return to 1957 and the ample charms of a well-endowed actress, a.k.a. Dylan’s first muse . . .


  




  

     

  




  
[image: img]  SONG INFORMATION  [image: img]





  Published Lyrics – References all three editions of Dylan’s lyrics, Writings and Drawings (1973) and the two Lyrics

  (1985 and 2004). If relevant, The Songs of Bob Dylan 1966–1975 (1976) may also be cited. Also cited are the two early ‘folk’ periodicals that published Dylan lyrics before

  anyone, Broadside and Sing Out!; Dylan’s first songbook, Bob Dylan Himself (1965); and those instances in which the Dylan fanzines The Telegraph or Isis

  published a lyric first. For any other lyrical variant, see the Words Fill My Head bookleg and/or Web site.




  Known Studio Recording – Information is derived from my own Recording Sessions 1960–1994, the Michael Krogsgaard

  sessionography, and an up-to-date printout of the Sony database. The number of takes and the take number released, where known, are given. Columbia sessions from November 1961 through

  January 1966, and March through August 1970, were held in New York; and in Nashville from February 1966 through June 1969. The code for the albums, singles, and CDs on which studio recordings have

  been officially released is as follows:


  





  

    

      

        	

          45


        



        	

          45 rpm single


        

      




      

        	

          AS


        



        	

          Another Side of Bob Dylan (1964)


        

      




      

        	

          BB


        



        	

          Broadside Ballads (1963)


        

      




      

        	

          BD


        



        	

          Bob Dylan (1962)


        

      




      

        	

          BIABH


        



        	

          Bringing It All Back Home (1965)


        

      




      

        	

          BIO


        



        	

          Biograph (1985)


        

      




      

        	

          BoB


        



        	

          Blonde on Blonde (1966)


        

      




      

        	

          BR


        



        	

          Broadside Reunion (1972)


        

      




      

        	

          BT


        



        	

          The Basement Tapes (1975)


        

      




      

        	

          FR


        



        	

          The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963)


        

      




      

        	

          FR ver.1


        



        	

          The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (limited ed. 1st pressing; 1963)


        

      




      

        	

          H61


        



        	

          Highway 61 Revisited (1965)


        

      




      

        	

          INT


        



        	

          I’m Not There: The Soundtrack (2007)


        

      




      

        	

          JWH


        



        	

          John Wesley Harding (1967)


        

      




      

        	

          L&T ver.1


        



        	

          Love and Theft (limited ed. 1st pressing; 2001)


        

      




      

        	

          MGH


        



        	

          More Greatest Hits (U.S. title: Greatest Hits Vol. 2; 1971)


        

      




      

        	

          NDH


        



        	

          No Direction Home: The Bootleg Series Vol. 7 (2005)


        

      




      

        	

          NM


        



        	

          New Morning (1970)


        

      




      

        	

          NS


        



        	

          Nashville Skyline (1969)


        

      




      

        	

          PG


        



        	

          Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid: The Soundtrack (1973)


        

      




      

        	

          PW


        



        	

          Planet Waves (1974)


        

      




      

        	

          SP


        



        	

          Self Portrait (1970)


        

      




      

        	

          TBS


        



        	

          The Bootleg Series Vols. 1–3 (1991)


        

      




      

        	

          TIMES


        



        	

          The Times They Are A-Changin’ (1964)


        

      


    

  




  First Known Performance – Is based on my own research, cross-referenced with Olaf’s online listings. If a concert/performance is

  given in square brackets, this indicates that a recording is not in circulation (or was not in fact made). Where possible, in such instances, a first recorded performance will also be given

  (not in brackets). In a few rare instances first performances have been released officially, on the following CDs/DVDs:


  





  

    

      

        	

          CFB


        



        	

          The Concert for Bangladesh (1971)


        

      




      

        	

          DLB


        



        	

          Don’t Look Back (1967) [film/DVD]


        

      




      

        	

          L64


        



        	

          Bootleg Series Vol. 6: Live 1964 Concert at Philharmonic Hall (2004)


        

      




      

        	

          LACH


        



        	

          Live at Carnegie Hall 1963 (2005)


        

      




      

        	

          LAN


        



        	

          Joan Baez: Live at Newport (1996)


        

      




      

        	

          LATG


        



        	

          Live at the Gaslight 1962 (2005)


        

      




      

        	

          NB


        



        	

          Newport Broadside (1964)


        

      




      

        	

          OSOTM


        



        	

          The Other Side of the Mirror: Live at the Newport Folk Festival 1963–1965 (2007) [DVD]


        

      




      

        	

          RLC


        



        	

          Joan Baez: Rare, Live & Classic (1993)


        

      




      

        	

          ROA


        



        	

          The Band: Rock of Ages (remastered CD, 2001)


        

      




      

        	

          SP


        



        	

          Self Portrait (1970)


        

      




      

        	

          TLW


        



        	

          The Last Waltz (4-CD set, 2002)


        

      


    

  




  

     

  




  1957–60




  { Juvenilia }




  Just a dozen documented Dylan originals precede his arrival in New York in late January 1961, when our would-be bard finally moved out of first gear. The dozen songs are

  separated into the handful of original Dylan lyrics known from his time in various local bands in Hibbing, Minnesota (1–5), and those he supposedly wrote during the year he spent in

  Minneapolis, ostensibly studying for a degree but in truth immersing himself in some all-night folk-song research (6–12). The recent auctioning of a collection of free-verse poems from his

  tenure in Minneapolis – entitled Poems Without Titles – suggests that he originally thought he might follow in Kerouac’s footsteps (as he had already done, following him

  and Cassady to Colorado, as per On the Road). The discovery of Woody Guthrie’s autobiography, however, sent him east instead, and gave him a subject for his first serious song, though

  it turns out that even that breakthrough had been anticipated by an earlier tribute to a certain girl he left behind in the North Country . . .




  Songwriting came only after a period of juvenile poetry writing. Dylan claimed to have been a poet from a precociously early age to both Les Crane in February 1965 and Martin Bronstein a year

  later: ‘When I was about eight or nine . . . I actually did write poems at that age, poems, rhymes . . . about the flowers and my mother and stuff like that.’ Father Abraham confirmed

  his son’s early penchant for natural metaphors: ‘He was writing poems in high school. He wouldn’t show them to anybody, [but] he would show them to me. . . . They were about the

  wind.’




  However, the earliest poem we have, save for some doggerel on Mother’s Day and Father’s Day, dates from Dylan’s teens – specifically, after he acquired his Harley Davidson 74 motorcycle.2 It is in two parts, written on the same scrap of paper, entitled ‘good

  poem’ and ‘bad poem’ at the corners of the page. The former suggests an aptitude for self analysis surprising in one so young, even if he has not quite mastered the art of

  Dylanesque rhyme: ‘Jimmy, he thinks himself like / Just ’cause he owns a motorbike / He’s a little fuzzy kid, not too tall / And boy, is he heading for a fall.’ OK, Rimbaud,

  it ain’t.




  As to the first song he put down on paper, it was called ‘The Drunkard’s Son,’ which he must have learned from either a Hank Snow 78 rpm, issued in 1950, or the Snow

  album When Tragedy Struck, not released until 1958. Snow’s greatest influence was the Singing Brakeman, Jimmie Rodgers, who died of TB in 1933. Snow went as far as recording an entire

  album of the man’s songs, Hank Snow Salutes Jimmie Rodgers, in 1953 – an album that was still at the Zimmermans’ house in May 1968 when Robert Shelton came to call. Dylan

  later admitted it exercised a profound effect during those formative years:




  

    

      When I was growing up I had a record called Hank Snow Sings Jimmie Rodgers [sic] and that’s the first clue I had that Jimmie was unique. The songs were

      different than the norm. They had more of an individual nature and an elevated conscience, and I could tell that these songs were from a different period of time. I was drawn to their

      power.


    


  




  Rodgers clearly inspired Snow – and by proxy, Dylan – to write material in a similar vein. One song absent from Snow’s LP-long salute, though, was one Rodgers wrote with

  Reverend Andrew Jenkins, ‘A Drunkard’s Child.’ Snow evidently felt he could do something himself with this tale of a child beaten to death by his drunk father, rewriting it as

  ‘The Drunkard’s Son.’ The young Zimmerman apparently felt he might also make his own version of the song, writing out the lyrics by hand, presumably from that remarkable memory of

  his.




  ‘The Drunkard’s Child’ is a rather fitting first lyric to have in Dylan’s handwriting. Both Jimmie Rodgers and Hank Snow would remain huge influences on Dylan; though,

  for all his name-dropping of Rodgers, it has been Snow’s work that Dylan has consistently covered, not Rodgers’s. (When it is Rodgers’s work, it

  has like as not been drawn from Snow’s 1953 tribute album, as with ‘My Blue-Eyed Jane’ and ‘Mississippi River Blues.’)




  [image: img]  HIBBING  [image: img]




  {1} SONG TO BRIGIT




  

    Rumoured to be Dylan’s first-ever song, circa 1956–7.


  




  The first song Dylan ever wrote – or so he tells us (the song is now lost) – was for French actress Brigitte Bardot. Dylan told Izzy Young in October 1961: ‘First song was to

  Brigit [sic] Bardot, for piano. Thought if I wrote the song I’d sing it to her one day. Never met her.’ To be fair to Dylan, he has been surprisingly consistent in this claim. In

  1964 he informed Nat Hentoff that he wrote the song when he was just fifteen, which would have been in 1956–7. By 1978, he was even prepared to reveal his motivation to Julia Orange: ‘I

  chose Bardot because she had that baby-girl quality and that grown-up woman quality all in one, which tends to attract me.’ He was still apparently in a post-Clara confessional frame

  of mind. Assuming Bardot was indeed the subject of his first song, she was by no means the last sex goddess he would depict lyrically, nor the last woman in which he found ‘that baby-girl

  quality and that grown-up woman quality all in one.’




  {2} BIG BLACK TRAIN




  

    Possibly written with Monte Edwardson, circa 1957–8; one verse published in Isis: A Bob Dylan Anthology.


  




  {3} HEY LITTLE RICHARD




  {4} WHEN I GOT TROUBLES




  {5} I GOT A NEW GIRL a.k.a. TEEN LOVE SERENADE




  

    All songs ‘home’ recordings, circa 1958–9; #4 made by John Bucklen, #5–6 by Ric Kangas. #5 [NDH].


  




  Apparently cowritten with high school buddy Monte Edwardson, ‘Big Black Train’ was an early attempt at the kind of rock & roll song played by

  Bobby’s first rock & roll band, The Golden Chords. Lines like, ‘Well, big black train, coming down the line (x2) / You got my woman, you bring her back to me,’ suggest that

  long, dark trains already held an appeal to Bobby Allen in high school.




  By 1958 Bobby Zimmerman, as he now signed himself, had moved on, forming a band and a repertoire of his own Ex-Golden Chord Leroy Hoikkala recalls how, even then, his friend had a happy knack

  for changing things around: ‘He’d hear a song and make up his own version of it. He did a lot of copying, but he also did a lot of writing of his own. He would sit down and make up a

  song and play it a couple of times and then forget it. I don’t know if he ever put any of them down on paper.’ It would appear that he did not, though a couple of home-made tapes by his

  old friend John Bucklen have him riffing away for the benefit of Bucklen’s reel-to-reel.




  Played during a 1995 BBC documentary on Highway 61 Revisited, ‘Hey Little Richard’ is little more than a young Zimmerman rhapsodizing about the one man who had shown him a

  world of possibilities by pounding the shit out of an upright piano. We’re still some distance away from anything as evocative as, ‘Hey, hey, Woody Guthrie, I wrote a song for you. . .

  .’




  Songs 4 and 5 derive from another home-made tape made during Dylan’s high school years. ‘When I Got Troubles’ was included on the No Direction Home soundtrack CD, and a

  minute-long snippet of ‘I Got a Girl’ can be found on that soundtrack (the full song apparently times out at two minutes, five seconds). While John Bucklen is rumoured to have

  considerably more Dylan material on his home-made tapes, the Kangas ‘hoard’ comprises just four songs.




  The full tape (which he recently attempted to auction, apparently unsuccessfully) was recorded circa May 1959, just before high school graduation. According to the description given online, the

  remaining two songs are a lot less interesting. One is sung by Kangas ‘backed’ by Dylan; the other is a seventy-second burst of Dylan doing an impersonation of Clarence

  ‘Frogman’ Henry (of ‘Ain’t Got No Home’ fame). Since the recording was made at 1 7/8 ips, cassette speed, the quality also leaves a lot to be desired. As for

  Kangas’s claim that ‘this is the most important milestone in rock history,’ I’m not convinced it’s the most important tape Robert Zimmerman made that year.




  If ‘I Got a New Girl’ sounds like a standard teen wish-fulfillment song, ‘When I Got Troubles’ fits perfectly Dylan’s description

  (to CBS publicist Billy James, barely two years later) of the kinda song he used to write before he discovered Odetta and Lead Belly: ‘I never sang what I wrote until I got to be about

  eighteen or nineteen. I wrote songs when I was younger, [say] fifteen, but they were [pop] songs. . . . The songs I wrote at that age were just four chords, rhythm and blues songs. Based on things

  that the Diamonds would sing, or the Crewcuts . . . you know, in-the-still-of-the-night kinda songs.’




  The single most revealing aspect of the Kangas tape is Dylan’s voice, which still has that slightly sweet croon suggestive of Jimmie Rodgers and the Louvin Brothers (much like the two

  pre-Sun demos Elvis Presley made at the Memphis studio in 1953–4). This trembling tenor he carries over till the following summer, as the May 1960 St. Paul tape demonstrates. But by then he

  would be taking his cues from the likes of the Kingston Trio and Harry Belafonte, not anything ‘that the Diamonds would sing.’
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  {6} ONE-EYED JACKS




  {7} BOB DYLAN’S BLUES




  {8} EVERY TIME I HEAR THE SPIRIT




  {9} GREYHOUND BLUES




  

    All songs are rumoured to have been written in Minneapolis, circa 1960.


  




  

    

      I had to play alone for a long time, and that was good because by playing alone I had to write songs. That’s what I didn’t do when I first started out, just

      playing available songs with a three-piece honky-tonk band in my hometown. – Dylan to Jonathan Cott, September 1978


    


  




  Though we know of five ‘documented’ Dylan originals from the months at the Ten O’Clock Scholar in St. Paul – i.e. before he discovered the Bound for Glory Guthrie

  – not a single recording is known for certain to be in circulation. One song, called either ‘One-Eyed Jacks,’ according to John Bucklen, or

  ‘Twenty-One Years,’ could be on the complete ‘St. Paul Tape,’ in the possession of one Karen Moynihan. But it seems more likely it is the traditional ‘Twenty Years

  Old,’ which Dylan recorded thirty-three years later for World Gone Wrong. Until a dub of Moynihan’s May 1960 home-made tape is accessed (see my Recording Sessions

  1960–1994), we are reliant solely on John Bucklen’s memory for a description of this formative effort:




  

    

      He had a list of about 100 songs that he had written, and some of them were really great. I remember one that he did. . . . It goes: ‘I’m twenty years old,

      there’s twenty years gone, don’t you see me cryin’, don’t you see me dyin’, I’ll never reach 21.’ Another verse is: ‘The Queen of his Diamonds

      and the Jack of his Knave, won’t you dig my grave with a silver spade, and forget my name.’ It was one of those tragic things that was appropriate for the time – a backwoods

      blues folk song.


    


  




  Another Dylan ‘original,’ recalled by one of Dylan’s Minnesotan friends for the benefit of P. M. Clepper, writing a 1966 feature for the This Week magazine, was called

  ‘Blackjack Blues’ and had the verse:




  

    

      

        Yea, yea, yea,




        How unlucky can one man be?




        Every quarter I make




        Old blackjack takes away from me.


      


    


  




  But this turns out to be a Ray Charles song that Dylan adapted to his solo folk style and, it would appear, he took the credit, too. Evidently his inclination to take credit for the work of

  others to blur any debts began early. (Another song he claimed at this time, ‘The Klan,’ he had learned from a fellow folksinger in Denver.) Another song title remembered by locals he

  later reused. ‘Bob Dylan’s Blues’ was a generic song title biographer Robert Shelton encountered when interviewing Dylan’s Minneapolis contemporaries.




  Two other Dylan originals Dinkytowners recalled to Shelton were ‘Greyhound Blues’ (presumably a reference to the bus company, founded in Hibbing, rather than the animal) and

  ‘Every Time I Hear the Spirit.’ The former was mentioned by local folksinger Dave Morton, who also implied he had cowritten it: ‘There was a

  sorority house that Bonny Jean Beecher and Cynthia Fisher [sic] belonged to. [It was] there Bob sang a new song called “Greyhound Blues,” which didn’t last more than a day,

  but it was a good song. That was one of a bunch of songs that Bob and I made up.’




  The other song was an adaptation of a famous traditional Negro spiritual, ‘Every Time I Feel the Spirit.’ It thus marks the first instance of Dylan adapting a black Baptist spiritual

  to proclaim his own, more humanistic worldview. Nor did Dylan forget his first such foray, because he later used the opening two lines of ‘Every Time I Feel the Spirit’ in his fiery

  December 1961 adaptation of ‘Wade in the Water’:




  

    

      Up on the mountain my Lord spoke,




      Out of his mouth came fire and smoke.


    


  




  Even at this tender age, he was soaking up the sounds of salvation. As he told Cott, ‘When I was first living in New York City . . . they used to have gospel shows there every Sunday, and

  you could see everyone from the Five Blind Boys, the Soul Stirrers and the Swan Silvertones to Clara Ward and the Mighty Clouds of Joy. I went up there every Sunday.’ It was because of that

  influence, presumably, that he chose to record the likes of ‘Gospel Plow,’ ‘In My Time of Dyin’ (a.k.a. ‘Jesus Make Up My Dyin’ Bed’), and ‘Wade in

  the Water’ in his first year in New York.




  And according to ‘Spider’ John Koerner, ‘Every Time I Hear the Spirit’ was not the only example of Dylan adapting a spiritual during his time in Minneapolis: ‘He

  was writing some songs at the time but they were like those folksy spirituals that were popular at the time, like “Sinner Man” and things . . . similar to that. . . . He had a very

  sweet voice [then], a pretty voice, very different from what it is now.’ Dylan’s rendition of ‘Sinner Man,’ another revival favourite, can be found on the incomplete,

  circulating St. Paul tape, albeit in execrable quality. It may or may not stick to its soulful source. But if it was a song Dylan adapted, it was also one of the more popular pieces he played at

  The Purple Onion Pizza Parlour.




  {10} TALKIN’ HUGH BROWN




  {11} BONNIE, WHY’D YOU CUT MY HAIR?




  

    Both songs performed by Dylan in the fall of 1960, Minneapolis; #10 appears on the first Minneapolis tape, circa September 1960; #11 appears on the so-called Minneapolis

    Party Tape, May 1961.


  




  {12} SONG TO BONNY




  

    In manuscript, circa winter 1961; published in The Telegraph #36.


  




  Songs 10 and 11 are the first ‘originals’ to appear on tape from the post-Guthrie songwriter. Both appear to have been entirely improvised. As such, they provide early markers of

  that rare ability Dylan has frequently displayed in the studio and onstage of composing ‘on the spot.’ In the case of ‘Talkin’ Hugh Brown,’ the tape recorder has been

  rolling for some time, Dylan firing off a number of Guthrie ‘talkin’ blues,’ before making his roommate the subject of one. He takes great delight in portraying Brown (presumably

  in his presence) as ‘the laziest man in town / Got up this morning and combed his hair / He’s so lazy, he just don’t go anywhere.’ His lyrical barbs became a lot more

  forensic once he reached New York.




  ‘Bonnie, Why’d You Cut My Hair?’ was Dylan’s response to a particularly severe haircut administered by girlfriend Bonnie Beecher before a visit home to Hibbing (probably

  to raise further funds from his estranged father). As Bonnie tells the tale: ‘It was an unexpected trip he had to make up to Hibbing and he wanted me to cut his hair real short, real short so

  that [they] won’t know that I wear long hair. He kept saying, “Shorter! Shorter! Get rid of the sideburns!” Then in the door come Dave Morton, Johnny Koerner and Harvey Abrams.

  They looked at him and said, “Oh my God, you look terrible!” . . . [and] he went and wrote that song, “Bonnie, why’d you cut my hair? Now I can’t go nowhere!”

  ’ When he returned to Minneapolis the following May, Dylan still remembered the incident and song well enough to record it for posterity, via Bonnie’s trusty tape recorder.




  Bonnie Beecher probably qualifies as Dylan’s first significant song muse. Yes, he had improvised a verse for Echo Helstrom at a high school ‘hoot,’ and Judy Rubin received a

  couple of references in a long autobiographical poem composed in Minneapolis, in which he claimed, ‘I thought I loved her.’ But she is hardly singled out. In the same poem, the young Dylan also enthuses about Carol (‘who had tits like headlights’), Barbara (who also ‘had big cans’), another Judy (who ‘wanted

  some day to be an actress’), and finally Adele. (This poem is among the set of self-conscious beat poems, Poems Without Titles, written in Minneapolis and recently auctioned.)




  ‘Song to Bonny’ – apparently written circa December 1960 – appears to be Dylan’s first serious attempt to put a real girl into one of his own songs. Not

  surprisingly, he begins ‘Song to Bonny’ with a folk commonplace found in the ever-popular ‘Knoxville Girl’ (and a number of other American narrative songs). But whereas the

  traditional norm would be to cite both parents, Dylan merely credits his maternal half: ‘My mother raised me tenderly / I was her pride and joy. . . .’ (He had already written another

  poem in 1960 addressed to ‘all you mothers.’) The tune, though, is not traditional. It is one of Guthrie’s.




  Beecher remembers ‘1913 Massacre’ being a regular part of Dylan’s repertoire at the Ten O’Clock Scholar, so perhaps Dylan chose to set ‘Song to Bonny’ to this

  tune because it was one of her favourites. In the lyric he wrote out by hand for the gal, Dylan makes three attempts at addressing an intimacy he may never reclaim:




  

    

      Hey, hey Bonny, I’m singing to you now,




      The song I’m singing is the best I know how . . .


    


  




  

    

      Hey Bonnie Beecher I think that you know




      What I am doing and where I must go . . .


    


  




  And finally:




  

    

      Hey, hey, Bonny I wrote you a song,




      ’Cause I don’t know if I’ll see you again.


    


  




  Of course, Dylan did continue to visit Bonny (who later married Hugh Romney, a.k.a. Wavy Gravy), but as this last couplet does rather suggest, he is half in love with the k ind of hard

  travellin’ that Guthrie had so romantically expounded in Bound for Glory. Dylan liked the idea of being long gone (he had made the exact same statement in the yearbook of a female

  Hibbing student the year he left school). ‘Song to Bonny’ would hardly prove to be the last time Dylan wrote ‘a song of remembrance of a girl in

  my mind.’ This one, though, soon mutated into a different kind of song – one that directly addressed the man whose notion of hard travellin’ held so much allure for the young tyke

  . . .




  

     

  




  1961




  { Bob Dylan }




  It seems Dylan arrived in New York the third week of January 1961 and returned home to Hibbing for Christmas the third week in December. In those eleven months, he would

  write his first set of songs, establish himself at the leading Village folk clubs, sign to Columbia Records, and record his first album. Appropriately, his first ‘serious’ composition

  would be about the inspirational figure who brought him to the Big City, the great Woody Guthrie, while his last song of the year would convey a homesickness that still gnawed at him (‘I Was

  Young When I Left Home’). In the interim, he would begin to create a select body of satirical, spoken-word ‘talkin’ blues,’ while at the same time studiously reworking a

  number of traditional songs at the kitchen table of the MacKenzies, a family wise enough to gather up these uncut gems and file them safely away. As such, though he would record just three original

  songs for his eponymous debut, there are some twenty-seven documented songs written or recrafted during these eleven months, the bulk of which survive only on the page, in Dylan’s spidery

  scrawl . . .




  {13} SONG TO WOODY




  

    Published lyrics: Sing Out! October 1962; Writings and Drawings; Lyrics 1985; Lyrics 2004.




    First known performance: Gaslight Cafe, New York, September 6, 1961.




    Known studio recordings: Studio A, NY, November 20, 1961 – 2 takes [BD – tk.2]; Studio B, NY, May 1, 1970.


  




  We can be pretty sure that ‘Song to Woody’ is the first song a nineteen-year-old Bob Dylan wrote after arriving in New York around January 21, 1961,

  and that it was inspired by meeting the great man himself at the imposing Greystone edifice where he was incarcerated as Huntington’s chorea worked its pernicious poison. Whatever inspiration

  he got from Guthrie ‘face t face,’ it was on a nonverbal level. As he told playwright Sam Shepard in 1986: ‘I never really did speak too much to [Woody]. He would call out the

  name of a song – a song he wrote that he wanted to hear – and I knew all his songs. . . . I’d go out there. You had to leave at 5:00. It was in Greystone. . . . Bus went there . .

  . from the Forty-Second Street terminal. You’d go there and you’d get off and you walked up the hill to the gates. Actually, it was a pretty foreboding place.’




  Yet Kevin Krown assured biographer Anthony Scaduto in 1970 that he remembered Dylan singing the song in Chicago at the turn of the year, before he knew Guthrie personally. For once we can

  probably trust Dylan’s account rather than that of his close friend. What Krown almost certainly recollected (sadly, he’s no longer with us to ask) was ‘Song to Bonny’ (see

  above), a song Dylan set to the very same tune – Guthrie’s ‘1913 Massacre’ – clearly the prototype for ‘Song to Woody.’




  ‘Song to Woody,’ the superior song, postdates ‘Song to Bonny.’ Whereas ‘Song to Bonny’ reads like a note sent from either Madison or Chicago as New York

  beckoned, in which case it predates ‘Song to Woody’ by at least six weeks (Bonnie herself cannot recall when exactly she received the lyric), the later song exudes a persuasive if naive

  charm borne of reverent respect.




  Dylan has consistently claimed he wrote ‘Song to Woody’ during those first few weeks in the Village, beginning the following October when he told Izzy Young, owner of the Folklore

  Center, that he had written it in February. This accords with a manuscript copy of the song he left his adopted East Village parents, Eve and ‘Mac’ MacKenzie, which he annotated with

  the following legend: ‘Written by Bob Dylan in Mills Bar on Bleeker Street in New York City on the 14th day of February, for Woody Guthrie.’ He subsequently spoke about the song at

  length to Gil Turner for a Sing Out! profile, in the summer of 1962. In the process he changed the date by a couple of days (the fourteenth was a Tuesday, the twelfth a Sunday) as well as

  the location of its composition, but even this description was still firmly rooted in the composition’s milieu:




  

    

      [‘Song to Woody’] was written in the 1960th winter . . . in New York City in the drug store on 8th street. It was one of them freezing days that I came back from

      Sid and Bob Gleason’s in East Orange, New Jersey. . . . Woody was there that day and it was a February Sunday night. . . . And I just thought about Woody, I wondered about him, thought

      harder and wondered harder. . . . I wrote this song in five minutes . . . it’s all I got to say. . . . If you know anything at all about Woody then you’ll know what I’m trying

      to say. . . . If you don’t know anything about Woody, then find out.


    


  




  It should come as no great surprise that the youngster purloined one of Guthrie’s ‘own’ tunes to pay tribute to him. Woody undoubtedly would have approved, having made a

  lengthy career out of appropriating tunes and even key lines from tradition – like every would-be balladeer from ‘Rabbie’ Burns to A. P. Carter. Dylan quickly learned to do this,

  too. When asked about the practice by publicist Elliott Mintz, he cited Guthrie as someone who ‘used to write a lot of his songs from existing melodies.’




  Dylan found an immediacy to Guthrie’s songwriting that he also discovered, on further investigation, in hundred-year-old ballads. As he told the LA Times’ Robert Hilburn four

  decades after expressing this debt in song: ‘Woody’s songs were about everything at the same time. They were about rich and poor, black and white, the highs and lows of life, the

  contradictions between what they were teaching in school and what was really happening. He was saying everything in his songs that I felt, but didn’t know how to [express].’




  Throughout the Never Ending Tour, while still occasionally performing ‘Song to Woody’ in concert, he continued to idealize the way Guthrie constructed his songs: ‘He wanted to

  bring the news very quick to the people. In those times, whenever a mine collapsed, songs were written about it instantly.’ Actually, in the case of ‘1913 Massacre,’ it had taken

  Guthrie some thirty-two years to write about this particular mining disaster. Hence the opening line, ‘Take a trip with me in[to] nineteen thirteen,’ like something shown us by the

  Ghost of Christmas Past. Dylan was impressed by the way Guthrie compacted all the details of a massacre of miners and their families into a four-minute ballad.

  Displaying a credulity that lingered well into middle age, Dylan took Guthrie’s song at face value. In fact Guthrie (and his comrade Pete Seeger) saw nothing wrong with distorting the truth

  to suit his polemical purpose (Guthrie claims seventy-three children died; in fact it was seventy-three people).




  ‘Song to Woody’ was the one original to feature in Dylan’s club set that spring. He was not as yet convinced he could or would become more than an interpreter of hallowed

  tradition. But he remained ever adept at playing the Woody Guthrie Songbook – ‘1913 Massacre’ remained an integral part of a repertoire that allowed for few originals. And when he

  returned to Minneapolis in May, he refrained from playing ‘Song to Woody’ to his old friends, while still playing a dozen or more songs derived from the man.




  ‘Song to Woody’ disappeared from the live set after he signed to Columbia, as he moved towards the view expressed in his ‘Last Thoughts on Woody,’ written in April 1963,

  and the ‘Letter to Woody,’ the sixth ‘outlined epitaph,’ written in the fall of 1963 and put on the jacket of his third album. In free-form verse he would recall how Guthrie

  ‘taught me / face t face / that men are men . . . an’ that men have reasons / for what they do.’




  Dylan would still visit Guthrie through 1961, ‘bring[ing] him cigarettes, play[ing] songs and . . . just [talking] about this and that.’ At the same time, he continued assimilating

  everything he could from Guthrie’s recordings and songbooks and from interrogating those who’d known him in his prime. One songbook, California to the New York Island, a copy of

  which he acquired at the Folklore Center in the winter of 1961, he learned by heart, including the introduction (by Pete Seeger), which he highlighted in pen, and which cautioned against imitating

  Guthrie directly. It gave Dylan a set of songs that provided a benchmark for the young imitator, songs like ‘Pastures of Plenty,’ ‘Pretty Boy Floyd,’ ‘Vigilante

  Man,’ and ‘Philadelphia Lawyer.’




  {14} COLORADO BLUES




  {15} DON’T LET MY DEAL GO DOWN




  {16} JUST AS LONG AS I’M IN THIS WORLD




  {17} MEAN OL’ MISSISSIPPI BLUES




  {18} VD SEAMAN’S LAST LETTER




  {19} ROCKY MOUNTAIN BELLE #2




  {20} DOWN AT WASHINGTON SQUARE




  

    All songs extant in manuscript form only, the MacKenzie papers, circa spring 1961.


  




  Those foolish souls (such as I) hoping to document Dylan’s early years can thank their lucky stars that the circles he moved in were frequented by chroniclers and hoarders. Folk music has

  always been about preservation and documentation, and not just of the past. Among those who had a real sense of history were Eve and Mac MacKenzie, with whom Dylan had an open invitation to stay

  and go as he saw fit. Never one to pass up the opportunity of an obligation-free home-away-from-home, the young Bobby would turn up for days at a time, crashing on the couch. During these

  protracted stays he would write out lyrics in longhand.




  Thanks to Eve and Mac’s foresight, almost twenty Dylan ‘originals’ dating from the spring and summer of 1961 survived long enough to be auctioned at Sotheby’s in the

  early nineties, along with handwritten transcripts of traditional songs like ‘Omie Wise,’ ‘Mary from the Wild Moor,’ ‘Satisfied Mind,’ ‘Way Down the

  Ol’ Plank Road,’ ‘I’ll Be a Bachelor Till I Die,’ and ‘I Didn’t See Nobody Pray.’ All of these he was presumably considering as

  ‘possibles’ for his club set, though only ‘Omie Wise’ exists in a 1961 guise (one less song than he managed to perform in 1980). Here, in capsule form, is Dylan’s

  passage from pure imitation to emulation.




  He evidently toyed with an adaptation of the traditional blues ‘Don’t Let Your Deal Go Down’ even as he was still sharpening his command of the idiom. In the version he wrote

  out at the MacKenzies’, he conjures up a couple of ‘new’ verses using some very old folk commonplaces. One of these has the rambling boy telling his girl, ‘I be a long time

  gone,’ already a phrase looking for a song. He also references Johnny Cash’s not-so-traditional ‘Folsom Prison Blues,’ writing of how ‘momma always told me son.’

  Thirty-one years later, Dylan gave up trying to improve the traditional original, debuting a terrific electric rendition of the real ‘Don’t Let Your

  Deal Go Down’ at some antipodean shows.




  If Guthrie exemplified the republic of dreams the teenager was reaching back to, so did another, the talismanic Jimmie Rodgers. With ‘Mississippi River Blues,’ Dylan took an opening

  verse from the Singing Brakeman and crafted his own variant, one that name-checks his home state (the river now rolls ‘way up in Minnesota / down through to the Missouri sands’). Again,

  it would be another thirty-one years before he covered another of Rodgers’s Mississippi songs (‘Miss You Mississippi’), for the aborted electric folk album he recorded before (and

  superseded with) Good As I Been to You.




  The other lyrical exercises from spring 1961 reveal a Dylan trying on various songwriting hats for size. The ‘VD Seaman’s Last Letter’ represents his attempt to rewrite

  ‘VD City,’ one of four Guthrie VD songs Dylan would perform for his Minneapolis friends in December. ‘Rocky Mountain Belle #2,’ on the other hand, is an attempt to write

  something similar to the original ‘Rocky Mountain Belle,’ which Dylan presumably heard from Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, who still sang it. After a single verse that manages to rhyme

  ‘love the best’ with ‘queen of all the west,’ and includes a six-line chorus about how the singer likes to think about his mountain belle when ‘nobody is

  around,’ Dylan decided that perhaps the song wasn’t such a good idea after all.




  ‘Colorado Blues’ – mentioned in Scaduto’s 1971 biography – is a simple twelve-bar blues alluding to struggles past and gone, drawing on the time spent in Denver and

  Central City the previous summer. Dylan suggests that Denver is ‘a mean old place to stay’ but fails to explain why. Nor would a line like ‘Central City / ain’t no friend of

  mine’ have meant a great deal to anyone save the handful of folk who knew he had spent some weeks there, playing ‘Muleskinner Blues’ and other songs in a stripper’s bar.




  ‘Just As Long As I’m in This World’ constitutes another early attempt at a would-be spiritual, Dylan applying a new coat to suggest he has come from the house of hard knocks.

  The song tries hard to evoke a Pentecostal fervour, the singer suggesting he has ‘fiery fingers / I got fiery hands / And when I get to heaven / I’ll join the fiery band.’ The

  main thrust of the song is the trouble in the world, Dylan aligning his own interests with those poor folks who hope to get to ‘sit on the welcome

  shore,’ a surprisingly apocalyptic message for a twenty-year-old, and a pre-sentiment of ‘When the Ship Comes In.’ By December he had replaced these formative efforts with

  rollicking renditions of ‘Gospel Plow’ and ‘Wade in the Water,’ brimful with brimstone, and by the following September he was predicting a hard rain of his own.




  Also among such detritus are at least three attempts to write a ‘New York is a mean ol’ town’ song, one of which is a long ballad about the Sunday when the weekly communal

  folksingers’ gathering at Washington Square was broken up by the police [see #21]. This infamous event took place on April 9, 1961. Given that Dylan still ‘wanted to bring the news very

  quick to the people,’ we can assume that ‘Down at Washington Square’ was composed in the immediate aftermath, when feelings still ran high downtown. One might also assume that

  Dylan, new in town and wanting to belong, was at Washington Square on that very Sunday.




  And yet a documentary film and the hundreds of photos taken at the Sunday showdown fail to reveal a single shot of the Minnesotan and his Huck Finn hat. Sixteen years later Dylan certainly

  implied he was a regular at these gatherings, talking about Washington Square as ‘a place where people you knew or met congregated every Sunday, and it was like a world of music.’ As he

  remembered it, ‘There could be two hundred bands in one park in New York . . . fifteen jug bands, five blue-grass bands, and an old crummy string band, twenty Irish confederate groups, a

  southern mountain band. . . . There was bodies piled sky-high doing whatever they felt like doing. . . . Poets who would rant and rave from the statues.’




  But the more well-to-do residents in the neighbourhood viewed the average folksinger as more of a deadbeat. Finally the police turned up mob-ready one Sunday and warned the folksingers they

  could only enter the square if they did not use their instruments. According to folketymologist Peter Tamony, in a later article about the fracas: ‘When unaccompanied singing [then]

  commenced, the officers undertook to clear the fountain, suppress factional fights and remove all elements from the park.’ Folksinger and author Oscar Brand details what happened next in

  The Ballad Mongers:




  

    

      It was a warm Sunday afternoon. Police were thickly stationed in the park. They wanted no trouble. At first, they tried to move the

      demonstrators out with courteous shoves. The crowd moved turgidly, and so those left in the rear were vulnerable to most of the shoves. Some of those shoved turned back and protested. This led

      to more shoves and a few pokes. One hothead even went so far as to swing at a policeman. A few of the finest hurried over to subdue the swinger. A few folk singers hurried back to help their

      comrade. More police arrived. Someone began to sing. From the middle of the crowd, a banjo picker began to play the chords to accompany the singing. A guitarist joined in. According to the law,

      singing wasn’t illegal, but playing an instrument without a license was. . . . And so [the police] attacked the folk singers. . . . To the great delight of the television and newspaper

      reporters, a melee ensued directly in front of their cameras.


    


  




  Having already developed a propensity for exaggeration, exemplified by the tall tales he told everyone about his background, Dylan took another lesson (and the tune) from Guthrie’s

  ‘Pretty Boy Floyd’: don’t let the truth get in the way of a good story. Like a true balladeer, the Dylan of ‘Down at Washington Square’ set out to print the legend.

  Relying little on the comic understatement he was about to use to such good effect on ‘Talkin’ Bear Mountain Picnic Massacre Blues,’ he penned a kind of ‘1961

  Massacre,’ wherein boys and girls ‘dancing in the sun’ find themselves on the receiving end of ‘a gang of policemen . . . in trucks.’ ‘A girl with a banjo’

  is trampled to the ground, and one man is ‘beaten by two big men in blue.’




  As it happens, closing down Washington Square served as a much-needed economic boost to the Village folk scene. Tourists were now obliged to pay for their folk music fix. Dylan himself, just two

  days away from his Gerde’s debut when the billy clubs came out, had no intention of trying out such songs on the Gerde’s diehards. Save for ‘Song To Woody,’ which was as yet

  more of a debt acknowledgement than the calling card of Guthrie’s heir, he stuck ruggedly to his (musical) roots. Though he appears to have worked long and hard on ‘Down at Washington

  Square,’ leaving behind several drafts, there is no evidence it ever made it into his live set.




  {21} NYC BLUES/ TALKIN’ NEW YORK




  

    Published lyrics [NYC Blues]: Isis #136.




    Published lyrics [Talkin’ New York]: Isis #44 [draft]; Writings and Drawings; Lyrics 1985; Lyrics 2004.




    First known performance: [Gerde’s Folk City, September 26, 1961] Carnegie Recital Hall, NY, November 4, 1961.




    Known studio recordings: Studio A, NY, November 20, 1961 – 2 takes [BD – tk.2].


  




  A second attempt at a New York song, ‘NYC Blues,’ appears to coincide conceptually with the Washington Square diatribe (a six-verse draft appears opposite an early version of

  ‘Down in Washington Square’). At one point the mayor is told about some trouble in Midtown and retorts, ‘There ain’t no trouble / It’s all down in Wash[ington]

  Sq[uare].’ The song, though, was never finished. Just one line – ‘Seen so many people I never saw before in my life’ – was transposed to a different song –

  ‘Talkin’ New York’ – another lyric bent on trashing New York, which he had started to sketch out by May. This one would survive in his set until 1963 and became his first

  talkin’ blues on record.




  The ‘talkin’ blues’ as a genre can be dated at least as far back as 1926, when Chris Bouchillon recorded ‘Original Talking Blues.’ In The Formative Dylan,

  Todd Harvey suggests that Guthrie probably learned the form from early Carter Family recordings, though I can’t raise a single such example. Guthrie himself seemed to write ’em for

  kicks, penning at least eight such songs between 1937 and 1957. But it was a form common to all folkies, and just as commonly adopted by early country singers. As a format it coalesced many

  elements important to Dylan the young performer. Its rich comic possibilities and every verse containing a long, tapering punch line appealed to the boy’s innate sense of delivery and timing.

  It also required only rudimentary technique on the guitar. Its half-sung, half-spoken manner of delivery released the performing poet in him.




  It was Guthrie’s talkin’ blues persona, along with Bound for Glory, that appealed most to the young Dylan. By the time he arrived in New York, Dylan had already executed a

  number of Guthrie’s talkin’ blues, even improvising at least one of his own (‘Talkin’ Hugh Brown’). But it is ‘Talkin’ New York’ that provides the

  first glimpse of a man who could compose his own bombshells of bile. Just to hear the man intone, ‘They gotta cut something!’ is to know the reserves of

  antipathy he was storing up.




  According to Dylan, he first began jotting down the lyrics to ‘Talkin’ New York’ as he was hitching back to ‘the frostbitten North Country’ in May (not to East

  Orange and another surrogate family, ‘Sid’ and Bob Gleason, as he implies in the song). When he returned from the Midwest at the end of the month, he wrote out a draft version of the

  song for the MacKenzies. The song as it stood six months before it was recorded contains its fair share of rough edges, but it demonstrated someone honing his songwriting skills – witness its

  opening two verses (see also The Bob Dylan Scrapbook):




  

    

      I rambled to NY one time, came to see a friend of mine




      After I found my way in, couldn’t find my way out again . . .




      When I rolled into this here town, two feet a snow covered the ground




      I couldn’t find no place to stay, I rode the subway for a couple a days . . .


    


  




  So at that time he had already started to romanticize those first few weeks. Those days of struggle and strife would come to have an irresistible fascination for the worldly-wise

  wunderkind. As he wrote in Peter, Paul and Mary’s In The Wind sleeve notes (1963): ‘Snow was piled up the stairs / an onto the street.’ Or twenty-one years later in

  a rewritten ‘Tangled Up in Blue’: ‘There was snow all winter, and no heat / Revolution was in the air.’ He even dramatizes the situation in Chronicles: ‘When I

  arrived, it was dead-on winter. The cold was brutal and every artery of the city was snowpacked, but I’d started out from the frostbitten North Country . . . and icy roads didn’t faze

  me.’ Nor, it seems, did New York Town.




  {22} CALIFORNIA BROWN-EYED BABY




  

    Extant in manuscript form only, the MacKenzie papers, circa spring 1961; typed version in Isis #44.



OEBPS/html/docimages/orn_right.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/orn_left.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/orntext_left.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/orntext.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/orntext_right.jpg





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
Constable & Robinson

Independent thinking since 1795

www.constablerobinson.com





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/orn.jpg





