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Introduction


“No single event can awaken within us a stranger totally unknown to us. To live is to be slowly born.”


—ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPÉRY, FLIGHT TO ARRAS


It may have been a slow time coming, but one day in 1960, when he was nineteen years old, Robert Allen Zimmerman of Duluth and Hibbing, Minnesota—the elder of two sons of Abraham and Beatrice Zimmerman—decided to make a name for himself, as well as a nascent identity, a self, and a fantasticated life story nearer to his heart’s desire. (This may have been a slow but not totally calculated decision: As he told People magazine in 1975, “I didn’t consciously pursue the Bob Dylan myth. It was given to me by God. Inspiration is what we’re looking for. You just have to be receptive to it.”)


“Bob Dylan,” he volunteered to his early interviewers, was raised in Gallup, New Mexico—he often said, “I don’t have a family, I’m all alone”—and was a child of the open road, having run away from home seven times—at ten, twelve, thirteen, fifteen, fifteen-and-a-half, seventeen, and eighteen. His peregrinations took him to North and South Dakota, Kansas, Texas, California (where at age ten, he claimed to have seen Woody Guthrie perform in Burbank), and even Mexico, thumbing rides and riding freight trains. “I danced my way from the Indian festivals in Gallup, New Mexico/To the Mardi Gras in New Orleans, Louisiana,” he wrote in his early autobiographical sketch “My Life in a Stolen Moment.” He traveled with a carnival “off and on for six years,” he confided to the folksinger Cynthia Gooding in 1962. “I was clean-up boy. I was mainliner on the Ferris wheel. Do the shoreline thing. Use to do all kinds of stuff like that.” As he told the New York Herald Tribune in 1965, “My past is so complicated you wouldn’t believe it, man.”


His life story changed as he proceeded onward in his journey, as, remarkably, did his physiognomy and everyday appearance. Like the Greek sea deity Proteus, who in order to elude his pursuers continually shape-shifted from dragon to lion to fire to flood—uttering prophecies along the way—Bob Dylan, in his early days, had, according to the folksinger Eric von Schmidt, “the most incredible way of changing shape, changing size, changing looks. The whole time . . . he wore the same thing, his blue jeans and cap. And sometimes he would look big and muscular, and the next day he’d look like a little gnome, and one day he’d be kind of handsome and virile, and the following day he’d look like a thirteen-year-old child. It was really strange.” (One thinks of the advice once given by the ancient Greek elegiac poet Theognis: “Present a different aspect of yourself to each of your friends . . . . Follow the example of the octopus with its many coils which assumes the appearance of the stone to which it is going to cling. Attach yourself to one on one day and, another day, change color. Cleverness is more valuable than inflexibility.”)


You would also never know what his voice was going to sound like. One of the other fascinating, if obvious, things about Bob Dylan’s chameleonic personality was the way the timbre of his voice would change from one record or period of his life to another—as if his voice, too, couldn’t stand having just one unvarying sound. When he first arrived in New York City, he was singing like a hillbilly, “like a dog with his leg caught in barbed wire,” as someone remarked at the time. And as years went by, Dylan’s voice would veer from, in his words, “that thin . . . wild mercury sound . . . metallic and bright gold” of Blonde on Blonde (1966) to the insouciant country sound, which Dylan attributes to his having stopped smoking cigarettes, of Nashville Skyline (1969) to the openheartedness, gentleness, vulnerability, and anger of Blood on the Tracks (1975) to the haunting timbral admixture of sandpaper and sherry of Time Out of Mind (1997).


The French poet Arthur Rimbaud’s “I is another” became Dylan’s self-defining (selves-defining) modus vivendi. Reading a newspaper account of himself, he once remarked, “God, I’m glad I’m not me.” When asked by a reporter the reason for his wearing a wig and a fake beard at a 2003 Newport Folk Festival concert, Dylan replied, “Is that me who you saw up there?” In a 1977 interview I conducted with him about his film Renaldo and Clara, Dylan explained to me, “There’s Renaldo, there’s a guy in whiteface singing on the stage, and then there’s Ronnie Hawkins playing Bob Dylan. Bob Dylan is listed in the credits as playing Renaldo, yet Ronnie Hawkins is listed as playing Bob Dylan.” “So Bob Dylan,” I surmised, “may or may not be in the film.” “Exactly.” “But Bob Dylan made the film.” “Bob Dylan didn’t make it,” he told me. “I made it.”


He even explored and confessed to the more particulated (some might say self-splitting) nature of his being. “Have you ever felt like a couple?” the playwright and actor Sam Shepard once asked him. “A couple?” Dylan responded. “You mean two? Yeah. All the time. Sometimes I feel like ten couples.” And as he informed Newsweek’s David Gates: “I don’t think I’m tangible to myself. I mean, I think one thing today and I think another thing tomorrow. I change during the course of a day. I wake and I’m one person, and when I go to sleep I know for certain I’m somebody else. I don’t know who I am most of the time. It doesn’t even matter to me.” (One thinks of the Buddhist notion that the ego isn’t an entity but rather a process in time, as well as of Virginia Woolf’s comment in Orlando that “a biography is considered complete if it merely accounts for six or seven selves, whereas a person may well have as many thousand.”)


Throughout his career he has played off his role of “Bob Dylan”—“I have my Bob Dylan mask on, I’m masquerading,” he told a Halloween concert audience in 1964—against the silent center of his inner life. At a 1986 press conference he said, “I’m only Bob Dylan when I have to be.” When asked who he was the rest of the time, he replied, “Myself.” In an interview with Clinton Heylin, Cesar Diaz, who spent five years working with Dylan as a guitar tech in almost daily proximity to him, said: “I’d been searching the same guy for years and years. I’d get a glimpse of the guy once in a while . . . . He actually put his cards down a couple of times . . . . You would have to be with him, and be there at that right moment when he just opens up and says, ‘Okay, I’m just Bob and Bob has no last name.’ ” And when the mask comes off, as it does in his astonishing song “Abandoned Love,” his life and his world become transparent both to himself and to us:


Everybody’s wearing a disguise


To hide what they’ve got left behind their eyes


But me, I can’t cover what I am


Wherever the children go I’ll follow them.


The legendary American pianist William Kapell, who died at the age of thirty-one in a 1953 plane crash, once wrote to a friend: “The only moments I have when I play that are worth anything to me are when I can blissfully ignore the people I am supposed to be entertaining. No me; no silly public to amuse; only the heart and the soul, the world, the birds, storms, dreams, sadness, heavenly serenity. Then I am an artist worthy of the name . . . . Until it happens, or if it doesn’t happen, I am miserable.”


Like Kapell, Bob Dylan is one of a number of creative artists who has throughout his life been chary of courting and rewarding his fans’ sometimes fanatical adulation. As the psychologist Jeffrey Satinover presciently wrote: “Once the star is established, his fans will tear him to pieces should ever he fail to carry for them the projected childhood Self. A recent example from pop culture is the fans’ vituperative reaction to Bob Dylan’s unexpected changes of style. Once a narcissistic complementation has been set up between any leader and his following, he is as bound as they. The rigidity of the relationship and the strength of the forces maintaining the status quo stem from the mutual common individual fear of fragmentation.” His sense of other people’s “wanting my soul,” as he confessed to Nat Hentoff, has often encouraged Dylan to disappear into himself and to become a stranger to others (and perhaps sometimes to himself as well).


“A stranger in a strange land,” Bob Dylan calls himself in his song “You Changed My Life.” (An “equivocal stranger,” like Herman Melville’s Confidence Man.) Elusive, oblique, mercurial, and always in motion, he has resisted in both his life and his work being categorized, encapsulated, finalized, conventionalized, canonized, and deified. “Greed and lust I can understand,” he once said, “but I can’t understand the values of definition and confinement. Definition destroys.” He has therefore always been wary of being entrapped in the amber of interviewers’ idées fixes or projected fantasies about himself, of their attempt to pry into and unravel his private life, to murder and to dissect his creative processes.


In Inter Views, a fascinating book of conversations with Laura Pozzo, the imaginal psychologist James Hillman expresses his own distrust of the interview form in terms that Bob Dylan might well assent to: “Interviews belong to an ego genre: one ego asking another ego. So one thinks one has to proceed in terms of ‘I answer a question’ and ‘stick to the topic,’ ‘the given subject,’ and one tries to say it . . . you know, nicely, tightly, rationally. ‘Directed thinking’ it’s called in psychiatry. All ego. Now, the kind of psychology that I want to do is not addressed to the ego. It is to evoke imagination, it’s to be extremely complex, it’s to talk with emotion and from emotion and to emotion; so how can you, in an interview, bring in that complexity? How can you speak to the whole psyche at the same time?”


How does one, therefore, go about interviewing someone as mutable and multiple as Bob Dylan—a person who once sang, “Don’t ask me nothin’ about nothin’/I might just tell you the truth” (“Outlaw Blues”), someone who doesn’t give himself (or his self) up lightly?


Mikal Gilmore, who conducted five interviews with Dylan, comments: “His reputation precedes him, more than anybody I’ve ever encountered. And like so many others, I’ve seen varying documentations of what that reputation is based on. In his appearance in Don’t Look Back, he has a conversation with a young man who’s referred to as a science student, and he asks Dylan what’s his attitude when he first meets somebody, and Dylan says, ‘I don’t like them.’ And in that and other documentations both in film and on the page you expect someone who can be pretty sharp and acerbic. But in my initial meeting with him I was relieved early on in our conversation. There were moments when some of that pride and flair could rise up. But on that occasion he was generous and relaxed.


“The first time I talked to him was between the release of Infidels and Biograph when I was working at the Los Angeles Herald-Examiner. I was initially supposed to see him at his house out in Malibu, but he ended up just coming over to my apartment in West Hollywood. It was a nervous-making prospect having him visit me at my place. I anticipated an hour’s length conversation but he stayed for four or five hours, just sitting on my sofa. We had a couple of beers, and I found him amazingly gracious and relaxed, maybe because it was the change of environment that didn’t focus on his world so much—it may be that he might have been more guarded if someone came to his home. I talked to him several times after that over the years, and that was pretty much my experience except for one occasion when we got into an argument about something, but even then, at the end of that moment, he lapsed back into being the gracious host.


“I’ve always felt that there are parts of himself that he doesn’t give up easily, if at all, in an interview. I don’t think he gives it up even in Chronicles, which is an autobiography of the mind. There are parts of his experience and frame of mind that he doesn’t go into readily—he may eventually, though I don’t think he has yet. But it must not be easy facing questions asking you to analyze yourself and your work and how you’ve measured up in cultural expectations, because not only can that be so grueling personally, but it must take a toll on one’s will to be an artist.”


Robert Hilburn, who has interviewed Dylan ten times for The Los Angeles Times, remarks: “Elvis Presley and Bob Dylan were the two people I was most nervous about ever meeting because they were such heroes of mine. And I had seen Don’t Look Back and read about how he was difficult and mysterious and manipulative in interviews. So you bring a nervousness to an interview with him, thinking, My goodness, if I say the wrong thing we’re not going to connect. So I think the writer brings a lot of preconceptions to it that sometimes make it difficult to have a conversation with him.


“In his mind, he’s seen himself misused in the press, with people misunderstanding or trying to label and categorize him, so that he’s a little bit suspicious of the whole interview and media process. And if you come to him with a lot of nervousness, you can almost freeze as an interviewer. You really want to ask certain questions and your focus is on that. But Dylan will often reject those questions. And you have to step back and say, Okay, what does he want to talk about, and then let him find a comfort zone or a topic he’s happy with, and then keep going down that path. But as an interviewer you have to make that kind of transition. There’s a generosity and straightforwardness about him, and a hidden intelligence that you don’t often notice when you’re talking to him. You have to get back to the tape and listen to it when the interview is done to discover it because your nervousness has hidden it from you when you were speaking to him.


“He once told me that from his point of view the hard thing was that people often asked him questions he hadn’t ever thought about and wanted an answer right then. And he didn’t want to give a shallow reply, so sometimes he’d be hesitant or pause, and if he saw that there was no way to do it, he’d just want to move on to something else. A lot of times interviewers try to keep him on that question, and that’s why he sometimes starts playing games just to try to get past that.


“He also once told me that he doesn’t like interviews because he often didn’t know what he should say until he was driving away. So I mentioned to him that he could call me at the paper the next day if he thought of something. And so he did call—it was a Saturday—and he had a couple of things he had written down, like Johnny Carson jokes, and one of them was: ‘The country is so confused these days they don’t know whether to follow the president or the Green Bay Packers.’ So he’d thought about those lines and called back to say them for my article.


“If he can talk about things he feels comfortable about, you don’t need to pull or prod him, he’ll just start talking. You simply have to relax and let him take the reins a bit. The Don’t Look Back thing really does hang over him, but that’s not the way he always is. Sometimes you just want to give him a hug when he does feel comfortable and starts talking in a meaningful way. And I really treasure those moments and his warmth a lot.”


Those of us fortunate enough to have been invited to interview Bob Dylan were usually forewarned to expect a hyperequivocal, trickster-like character, someone ineluctably prone to caustic put-ons and put-downs. In fact, he is—as most of the interviews in this collection make clear—at once obviously reluctant, self-protecting, and self-concealing but equally often a stunningly direct, heartfelt, epiphanic, poetic, and, most important, playful expositor of his munificent and inspiring thought-dreams. “I don’t know whether to do a serious interview or carry on in that absurdist way we talked last night,” Paul J. Robbins says to Dylan at the outset of his 1965 Los Angeles Free Press conversation. To which Dylan replies: “It’ll be the same thing anyway, man.” As Johan Huizinga points out in his classic study of the culture of play, Homo Ludens, “The significance of play . . . is by no means defined or exhausted by calling it ‘not earnest,’ or ‘not serious.’ Play is a thing by itself. The play-concept as such is of a higher order than is seriousness. For seriousness seeks to exclude play, whereas play can very well include seriousness.”


The word interview itself is derived from the French entrevoir (to see between), which conveys the meaning of “to foresee, to glimpse, to sense, or to have an idea or feeling of.” Certainly in an illuminating interview the act of glimpsing and sensing requires, on the part of both interviewer and interviewee, a delicate balance between “seeing between” and “seeing through,” a balance between openness and a respect for the mysteries and boundaries of personality. And you cannot engage in this kind of interchange without admiring and delighting in the work of the person you are conversing with, which has not always been the underlying concern of some of Bob Dylan’s interlocutors.


We are all “prisoners in a world of mystery,” as Dylan sings in “Highlands,” one of his most memorable songs (“Well my heart’s in the Highlands wherever I roam/That’s where I’ll be when I get called home”). But I believe we can share our dreams and sense of mystery and home in a true meeting, as occurs in many of the conversations collected here. From the more than two hundred newspaper, magazine, book, radio, and television interviews Bob Dylan has given since 1962, we have included thirty-four in our book.


Rolling Stone, which has had an ongoing journalistic relationship with Bob Dylan for almost a half-century, has itself published nine major interviews with him. Jann Wenner conducted the first of these in 1969, two years after the magazine’s inception, and in their conversation he asked Dylan: “What do you see yourself as—a poet, a singer, a rock and roll star, married man . . .” and Dylan replied: “All of those. I see myself as it all. Married man, poet, singer, songwriter, custodian, gatekeeper . . . all of it. I’ll be it all. I feel confined when I have to choose one or the other. Don’t you?”


Bob Dylan has always remained true to all of his many “selves”; and the interviews in Bob Dylan: The Essential Interviews are among those that best chart the many stages and illuminate the many sides of his ongoing journey, allowing us to catch fascinating and revelatory glimpses of this preternatural artist who has himself followed the advice he gave in his song “Forever Young” to “have a strong foundation/When the winds of changes shift”; who advised people to “leave your stepping stones behind” and not “follow leaders”; and who tipped his hat—as he does on the album cover of Nashville Skyline—to each of us in his song “One Too Many Mornings,” singing: “Everything I’m a-sayin’/You can say it just as good.”


JONATHAN COTT
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I was with the carnival off and on. . . . I was clean-up boy. I was mainliner on the Ferris wheel. Do the shoreline thing. Used to do all kinds of stuff like that.”





Radio Interview with Cynthia Gooding, WBAI (New York)


1962


Bob Dylan, you must be twenty years old now.


Yeah, I must be twenty . . .


In Minneapolis you were thinking of being a rock & roll singer?


At that time I was sort of doing nothing, I was working, I guess, I was making pretend I was going to school out there—I’d just come in from South Dakota, that was about three years ago . . . yeah, I’d come in from Sioux Falls, that was the only place you didn’t have to go too far to find the Mississippi River—it runs right through the town.


Have you sung at any of the coffee houses [in Greenwich Village]?


Yeah, I sang at the Gaslight. That was a long time ago . . . I used to play down at the Wha?, too. I sang down there during the afternoons, played my harmonica for this guy there . . . he used to give me a dollar . . . play with him every day from two o’clock in the afternoon. Play till 8:30 at night . . . . He gave me a dollar, plus a cheeseburger.


What got you off rock & roll and onto folk music?


Well I never got onto that—they were just sorta, I don’t know. I wasn’t calling it anything, I wasn’t singing rock & roll. I was singing Muddy Waters songs, I was writing songs, and I was singing Woody Guthrie songs and also Hank Williams songs . . . Johnny Cash . . .


I heard you doing Johnny Cash.


These are French ones [cigarettes]?


No, they’re healthy ones.


My record for Columbia is coming out in March.


What’s it going to be called?


Bob Dylan, I think.


This is one of the fastest rises in folksingers.


Yeah, but I really don’t think of myself as a folksinger thing . . . [I don’t] play in places across the country, you know, I’m not on the circuit or anything. I’m not a folksinger so . . . I play a little, once in a while. But I like more than just folk music too. I sing more than just folk music . . . as such people label folk music “folk music” . . . yeah, I like folk music . . . like Hobart Smith’s stuff. I don’t sing much of that, and when I do it’s a modified version or something . . . it’s more of a old-time jazz thing. Jelly Roll Morton ’n’ stuff like that.


I’d like you to sing songs from your short history.


Short history?


[To listeners] He’s got a list of songs pasted to his guitar.


Well, I don’t know all of these songs, it’s just a list of what other people gave me. I gathered them on, I copied the best songs I could find. So I don’t know a lot of these. Gives me something to do on the stage.


Like something to look at.


[Sings a blues]


That’s a great song, how much of it is yours?


I don’t know, I can’t remember. My hands are cold, it’s a pretty cold studio.


You’re a very good friend of John Lee Hooker’s? . . . Howlin’ Wolf. You’re a friend of Woody Guthrie . . .


Yeah.


Which ones of his do you like the best, which ones are the best?


Depends . . . . Which one do you want to hear? [Sings “Hard Travelin’”]


Tell me about the songs you’ve written, that you sing.


Those are . . . I don’t claim they’re folk songs or anything. I just call them contemporary songs I guess. A lot of people paint if they got something they want to say, other people write plays, write songs . . . same place. Wanna hear one?


Why, yes!


I got a new one, it’s called “Emmett Till.” I stole the melody from Len Chandler. He’s a folksinger, uses a lot of funny chords. He got me to using some of these funny chords, trying to teach me new chords. He played me these, said, “Don’t they sound nice?” So I said, “They sure do.” So I stole it, the whole thing. [Sings “Emmett Till”]


“It’s one of the best contemporary ballads I ever heard. It’s tremendous.


You like it?


Oh, yes.


I just wrote it last week, I think.


I don’t get a chance much to play. Let me play you a plain ordinary one. Broke my fingernail . . . [Plays “Standing on the Highway Trying to Bum a Ride”]


You know, the eight of diamonds is delay, and the ace of spades is death.


Yeah.


So that sort of goes in with the two roads, doesn’t it?


I learned that in the carnival. I used to travel with the carnival.


Oh, you can read cards too?


Um . . . I can’t read cards, I really believe in palm reading. But for a bunch of personal things, personal experiences, I don’t believe too much in the cards. I like to think I don’t believe too much in the cards.


So you won’t go too far out of your way to have them read . . . . How long were you with the carnival?


I was with the carnival off and on for six years.


What were you doing?


Just about everything. I was clean-up boy. I was mainliner on the Ferris wheel. Do the shoreline thing. Used to do all kinds of stuff like that.


Didn’t that interfere with your schooling?


Well, I skipped a lot of things and I didn’t go to school for a bunch of years, skipped this, skipped that . . . ha ha! It all came out even, though [laughs].
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I used to play the guitar when I was ten, you know. So I figured maybe my thing is playing the guitar, maybe that’s my little gift.”





Radio Interview with Studs Terkel, WFMT (Chicago)


May 1963


Bob Dylan was a young folk poet at the time I spoke with him, one of the most exciting singers of songs around—rumpled trousers, curly hair, wearing a skipper’s cap, twenty-two years old. He can’t be pigeonholed. Bob Shelton of The New York Times writes: “His lyrics mix a sermon out of Woody Guthrie’s conversational folksay with a dash of Rimbaud’s demonic imagery and even a bit of Yevtushenko’s social criticism. Whether his verse is free or rhymed, whether the mood is somber, crusading, satiric, subject to the fanciful. Mr. Dylan’s words and melodies sparkle with the light of an inspired poet.” He is an American original.


Where did you come from, Cotton-Eyed Joe?


The beginning was there in Minnesota. But that was the beginning before the beginning. I don’t know how I come to songs, you know. It’s not up to me to explain—I don’t really go into myself that deep, I just go ahead and do it. I’m just sort of trying to find a place to pound my nails.


Woody Guthrie, is he a factor in your life?


Oh yeah. Woody’s a big factor. I feel lucky just to know Woody. I’d heard of Woody, I knew of Woody. I saw Woody once, a long, long time ago in Burbank, California, when I was just a little boy. I don’t even remember seeing him, but I heard him play. I must have been about ten. My uncle took me.


What was it that stuck in your mind?


It stuck in my mind that he was Woody, and everybody else I could see around me was just everybody else.


If I may venture an opinion, that could apply to you, too, Bob. Unique. It’s hard to separate you from the songs you sing. You write most of the songs you sing, don’t you?


Yeah, I write all my songs now.


There’s one song, the only way I can describe it is as a great tapestry—“A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall.”


I’ll tell you how I come to write that. Every line in that really is another song. Could be used as a whole song, every single line. I wrote that when I didn’t know how many other songs I could write. That was during October of last year and I remember sitting up all night with a bunch of people someplace. I wanted to get the most down that I knew about into one song, so I wrote that. It was during the Cuba trouble, that blockade, I guess is the word. I was a little worried, maybe that’s the word.


You’re right. Each one of the lines, each one of the images could be a song in itself. You know why I asked you to sing that live? I have this letter from a kid who’s about your age, he’s twenty-one. He was wondering what this new generation is really thinking of. We hear so much. At the very end he says, “America’s heard the story of the bright, straight-A student, the fraternity-leading good guy Charlie. But there’s a quiet group that remains. One that has no overwhelming crusade that is outwardly on the make, but one that is uneasily discontented. Thoughtfully or restless, young people of this sort may eventually determine future directions . . . . Outwardly we seem to be cool, but there’s a rage inside us.”


I’ve got a friend who wrote a book called One Hundred Dollar Misunderstanding. I don’t know if it’s around Chicago. It’s about this straight-A college kid, you know, fraternity guy, and a fourteen-year-old Negro prostitute. And it’s got two dialogues in the same book. A dialogue is one chapter and the other chapter follows with just exactly what he’s thinking and what he does. The next chapter is her view of him. The whole books goes like that. This guy Robert Gover wrote it. That would explain a lot too. That’s one of the hippest things nowadays, I guess. I mean, it actually comes out and states something that’s actually true, that everybody thinks about. I don’t know if this fellow who wrote the letter was thinking crusades. This guy who wrote it, you can’t label him. That’s the word. You understand what I mean?


I follow you, I think. Back in the 1930s there were young people feeling passionately under one label or another. They were pigeonholed. What you stand for, it seems to me, and the fellow who wrote this letter and the guy who wrote that book, they belong to nobody but themselves. But we know something is there. Outwardly cool . . . I suppose you have to be that because the chips on the table are so blue.


Maybe it’s just the time, now is the time maybe you have to belong to yourself. I think maybe in 1930, from talking with Woody and Pete Seeger and some other people I know, it seems like everything back then was good and bad and black and white and whatever, you only had one or two. When you stand on one side and you know people are either for you or against you, with you or behind you or whatever you have. Nowadays it’s just, I don’t know how it got that way but it doesn’t seem so simple. There are more than two sides, it’s not black and white anymore.


“A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall”—I think it will be a classic. Even though it may have come out of your feelings about atomic rain . . .


No, no, it wasn’t atomic rain. Somebody else thought that too. It’s not atomic rain, it’s just a hard rain. It’s not the fallout rain, it isn’t that at all. I just mean some sort of end that’s just gotta happen which is very easy to see but everybody doesn’t really think about is overlooking it. It’s bound to happen. Although I’m not talking about that hard rain meaning atomic rain, it seems to me like the bomb is a god in some sort of a way, more of a god and people will worship it actually. You have to be nice to it, you know. You have to be careful what you say about it. People work on it, they go six days a week and work on it, you have people designing it, you know, it’s a whole new show.


These are all pretty good people too in everyday life.


Yeah, I don’t believe they’re bad people. Just like the guy that killed this fella hitchhiking through Alabama. The guy that killed him. I forget his name.


It might have been the storekeeper. We don’t know if he did it, but this is the fellow—


Yeah, who might have killed him. Even if it’s not him, if it’s somebody else that actually shot the bullet. There’s nothing more awful, I mean, shot right in the back. I seen so many people before I got to New York, that are good people, that maybe are poor, and there are other people telling them why they’re poor, and who made it so that they are poor. To take their minds off of that they are poor, they have to pick a scapegoat—


But do you believe, Bob, in good and evil. There is a basic good—


Oh, I’m sure.


Obviously you do from the songs you write. One of the lines of the song that got me . . . earlier you said things are not quite as simple as they were. “The executioner’s face is always well hidden.” That’s on the button.


Yeah, oh golly. All over the place it’s hidden.


It’s so impersonal today. You said it’s gonna happen. What’s gonna happen?


What’s gonna happen, there’s got to be an explosion of some kind. The hard rain that’s gonna fall. In the last verse when I say, “When the pellets of poison are flooding the waters,” that means all the lies, you know, all the lies that people get told on their radios and in their newspapers. All you have to do is think for a minute. They’re trying to take people’s brains away. Which maybe has been done already. I hate to think it’s been done. All the lies I consider poison.


I’ll be fifty-one soon. My generation has had it. I’m talking about you now and your friends, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one. How many feel as you do?


Oh, there’s an awful lot of them. Well, I don’t know, you said my friends—


I don’t mean just your circle, ’cause you’ve traveled a good deal.


I can tell you something about my friends, I can tell you about people I growed up with, that I knowed since I been four and five. These same kind of people I knew when I was ten and twelve. Little small-town people. This was in Hibbing, Minnesota, and some other places I lived before I finally split for good. These people were my friends. I went to school with them, I lived with them, I played with them, I ate with them. We did good things, bad things, we went through all kinds of things together. As I stand here right now, the last time I saw any of them was maybe two or three years ago, and you know, either me or them has changed.


What’s happened to them?


They still seem to be the same old way. Like when they seen me, they heard I was in New York and they have words like—I can just tell by their whole conversation it’s not a free feeling that they have. They still have a feeling that’s tied up, where it’s tied up in the town, in their parents, in the newspapers that they read which go out to maybe five thousand people. They don’t have to go out of town, their world’s very small. You don’t have to, really. If you leave one town into another town it’s the same thing. I’m not putting them down. It’s just my road and theirs, it’s different. Like a lot of them are married, maybe some are going to school. Some are working, you know, just working. They’re still there. They’re not thinking about the same things I’m thinking about.


They’re not thinking what you’re thinking. You spoke of those poison pellets on the water. Maybe it hit them too . . . ?


Oh, yeah. It hit me, too. I just got out of it. I just got out of it, that’s all.


You were ten years old when you saw Woody, and it was about five years ago that you took to the guitar and singing.


No, about five years ago I just sort of never really did go back home. I’ve been in New York City for the past almost two years. Before that I was just all around the country, to the southlands, and I was in Mexico for a while.


You’ve been influenced not only by people like Woody but by blues singers as well.


Oh yeah. Big Joe Williams, I think you might know him. He lives here. I guess.


Yeah, he does. I know him.


He’s an old friend of mine.


You also take traditional songs and make them your own.


Not anymore [laughs].


You did “Man of Constant Sorrow,” the white spiritual. You took that and made it something wholly different. But not anymore, you say?


Two or three years ago I was singing folk songs that I’d learned. Now I don’t sing any of them anymore.


Has it occurred to you that your own songs might be considered folk songs? We always have this big argument: What is a folk song? I think “Hard Rain” certainly will be one, if time is the test.


Yeah, yeah, time will be the test.


It seems you can write about any subject under the sun.


Anything worth thinking about is worth singing.


Any subject. A love song, let’s say, like “Boots of Spanish Leather.” There we have a song of a lover’s farewell. This is far, far removed from the June-moon-spoon-theme way of writing. I suppose it’s difficult for you to answer, Bob: What led you to the idea of writing these songs? Was it always with you?


Yeah, it’s always been with me. I can’t really say what led me to them. I’m one of these people that think everybody has certain gifts, you know, when they’re born, and you got enough trouble just trying to find out what it is. I used to play the guitar when I was ten, you know. So I figured maybe my thing is playing the guitar, maybe that’s my little gift. Like somebody can make a cake, or somebody else can saw a tree down, and other people write. Nobody’s really got the right to say that any one of these gifts are any better than any other body’s. That’s just the way they’re distributed out. I had seen that this is exactly what my gift is, maybe I got a better gift. But as of right now, I haven’t found out what it is. I don’t call it a gift, it’s only my way of trying to explain something that is very hard to explain.


There’s a piece you wrote called “My Life in a Stolen Moment.” You say, “I wrote my first song for my mother and I titled it ‘Mother.’ I wrote that in fifth grade and my teacher gave me a B+. I sat in a science class an’ flunked out for refusin’ to watch a rabbit die.”


That’s my college days. I only was there for about four months. But I really did get to see it. If I talk about college I ain’t talking about ’em just from anything people have told me. I was actually there. I seen what goes on. I started smoking at eleven years old, I stopped once to catch my breath. I don’t remember my parents singing too much, at least I don’t remember swapping any songs with them. I just write. I’ve been writing for a long time.


Some will say: Listen to Bob Dylan, he’s talking street mountain talk now, though he’s a literate man, see.


[Laughs] I don’t think I am.


How do you answer when they say it?


I got no answer. If they want to think I’m literate, it’s okay by me.


Probably it’s just easier for you to express your feelings this way. I suppose the influence of a great many singers—


Woody.


Woody, the fact that Woody, more than college, was the big influence on you. Did Woody hear you sing some of these songs?


Every time I go sing these songs I wrote for Woody, he always wants to hear “A Song for Woody.” Even when he was in the hospital [laughs]. He always wants to hear that.


The tribute of a young folk poet to an older one who has meant so much to him. Do you remember the words to that one?


Yeah, but I never sing it. Only to Woody.


I’m thinking of the Irish antiwar song “Johnny I Hardly Knew You.” You’re saying the same thing in your own way.


Somebody’s come to the end of one road and actually knows it’s the end of one road and knows there’s another road there, but doesn’t exactly know where it is, and knows he can’t go back on this one road.


He knows there’s something else.


He’s got all kinds of stuff which just doesn’t add up, you know, all kinds of thoughts in the head, all about teachers and school, and all about hitchhikers around the country, all about—these are friends of mine, too, you know, college kids going to college. These are people that I knew. Every one of them is sort of a symbol, I guess, for all kinds of people like that. In New York it’s a different world, you know, especially ’cause I never been to New York before and I’m still carrying their small-town memories with me, so I decided I oughta write it all down. The road is very hard to find now. Maybe sometimes I wish this was 19–something else.


Nineteen thirties?


Before that. You know like I was talking about pounding a nail in a board, it seems like there’s a board there and all the nails are pounded in all over the place, you know, and every new person that comes to pound in a nail finds that there’s one less space, you know. I hope we haven’t got to the end of the space yet.


You’re looking for a fresh piece of wood?


No, I’m content with the same old piece of wood, I just want to find another place to pound in a nail.


Isn’t that what most of them are looking for? A place to pound a nail?


Yeah. Some of the people are the nails.


You mean they’re being pounded [laughs].


Yeah.


Your new album has “Oxford Town” in it. That deals with the James Meredith case. Was he one of the nails?


Yeah, it deals with the Meredith case [James Meredith was denied entrance to the University of Mississippi], but then again it doesn’t. Music, my writing, is something special, not sacred. Like this guitar, I don’t consider sacred. This guitar could bust and break, it’s pretty old now. I could still get another one. It’s a tool for me, that’s all it is. It’s like anybody else has a tool. Some people saw the tree down, you know, or some people spit tacks. When I go to saw the tree down, I cut myself on the saw. When I spit tacks, I swallow the tacks. I’ve just sort of got this here tool and that’s all I use it as, as a tool. My life is the street where I walk. That’s my life. Music, guitar, that’s my tool, you know.





3.



When I’m uptight and it’s rainin’ outside and nobody’s around and somebody I want is a long way from me—and with someone else besides—I can’t sing ‘Ain’t Got No Use for Your Red Apple Juice.’ I don’t care how great an old song it is . . . I have to make a new song out of what I know and out of what I’m feeling.”





“The Crackin’, Shakin’, Breakin’, Sounds” by Nat Hentoff, The New Yorker


October 24, 1964


The word “folk” in the term “folk music” used to connote a rural, homogeneous community that carried on a tradition of anonymously created music. No one person composed a piece; it evolved through generations of communal care. In recent years, however, folk music has increasingly become the quite personal—and copyrighted—product of specific creators. More and more of them, in fact, are neither rural nor representative of centuries-old family and regional traditions. They are often city-bred converts to the folk style; and, after an apprenticeship during which they try to imitate rural models from the older approach to folk music, they write and perform their own songs out of their own concerns and preoccupations. The restless young, who have been the primary support of the rise of this kind of folk music over the past five years, regard two performers as their preeminent spokesmen. One is the twenty-three-year-old Joan Baez. She does not write her own material and she includes a considerable proportion of traditional, communally created songs in her programs. But Miss Baez does speak out explicitly against racial prejudice and militarism, and she does sing some of the best of the new topical songs. Moreover, her pure, penetrating voice and her open, honest manner symbolize for her admirers a cool island of integrity in a society that the folk-song writer Malvina Reynolds has characterized in one of her songs as consisting of “little boxes” (“And the boys go into business/And marry and raise a family/In boxes made of ticky tacky/And they all look the same.”). The second—and more influential—demiurge of the folk-music microcosm is Bob Dylan, who is also twenty-three. Dylan’s impact has been the greater because he is a writer of songs as well as a performer. Such compositions of his as “Blowin’ in the Wind,” “Masters of War,” “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right,” and “Only a Pawn in Their Game” have become part of the repertoire of many other performers, including Miss Baez, who has explained, “Bobby is expressing what I—and many other young people—feel, what we want to say. Most of the ‘protest’ songs about the bomb and race prejudice and conformity are stupid. They have no beauty. But Bobby’s songs are powerful as poetry and powerful as music. And oh, my God, how that boy can sing!” Another reason for Dylan’s impact is the singular force of his personality. Wiry, tense, and boyish, Dylan looks and acts like a fusion of Huck Finn and a young Woody Guthrie. Both onstage and off, he appears to be just barely able to contain his prodigious energy. Pete Seeger, who, at forty-five, is one of the elders of American folk music, recently observed, “Dylan may well become the country’s most creative troubadour—if he doesn’t explode.”


Dylan is always dressed informally—the possibility that he will ever be seen in a tie is as remote as the possibility that Miss Baez will perform in an evening gown—and his possessions are few, the weightiest of them being a motorcycle. A wanderer, Dylan is often on the road in search of more experience. “You can find out a lot about a small town by hanging around its poolroom,” he says. Like Miss Baez, he prefers to keep most of his time for himself. He works only occasionally, and during the rest of the year he travels or briefly stays in a house owned by his manager, Albert Grossman, in Bearsville, New York—a small town adjacent to Woodstock and about a hundred miles north of New York City. There Dylan writes songs, works on poetry, plays, and novels, rides his motorcycle, and talks with his friends. From time to time, he comes to New York to record for Columbia Records.


A few weeks ago, Dylan invited me to a recording session that was to begin at seven in the evening in a Columbia studio on Seventh Avenue near Fifty-second Street. Before he arrived, a tall, lean, relaxed man in his early thirties came in and introduced himself to me as Tom Wilson, Dylan’s recording producer. He was joined by two engineers, and we all went into the control room. Wilson took up a post at a long, broad table, between the engineers, from which he looked out into a spacious studio with a tall thicket of microphones to the left and, directly in front, an enclave containing a music stand, two microphones, and an upright piano, and set off by a large screen, which would partly shield Dylan as he sang for the purpose of improving the quality of the sound. “I have no idea what he’s going to record tonight,” Wilson told me. “It’s all to be stuff he’s written in the last couple of months.”


I asked if Dylan presented any particular problems to a recording director.


“My main difficulty has been pounding mike technique into him,” Wilson said. “He used to get excited and move around a lot and then lean in too far, so that the mike popped. Aside from that, my basic problem with him has been to create the kind of setting in which he’s relaxed. For instance, if that screen should bother him, I’d take it away, even if we have to lose a little quality in the sound.” Wilson looked toward the door. “I’m somewhat concerned about tonight. We’re going to do a whole album in one session. Usually, we’re not in such a rush, but this album has to be ready for Columbia’s fall sales convention. Except for special occasions like this, Bob has no set schedule of recording dates. We think he’s important enough to record whenever he wants to come to the studio.”


Five minutes after seven, Dylan walked into the studio, carrying a battered guitar case. He had on dark glasses, and his hair, dark-blond and curly, had obviously not been cut for some weeks; he was dressed in blue jeans, a black jersey, and desert boots. With him were half a dozen friends, among them Jack Elliott, a folk singer in the Woody Guthrie tradition, who was also dressed in blue jeans and desert boots, plus a brown cowboy shirt and a jaunty cowboy hat. Elliott had been carrying two bottles of Beaujolais, which he now handed to Dylan, who carefully put them on a table near the screen. Dylan opened the guitar case, took out a looped-wire harmonica holder, hung it around his neck, and then walked over to the piano and began to play in a rolling, honky-tonk style.


“He’s got a wider range of talents than he shows,” Wilson told me. “He kind of hoards them. You go back to his three albums. Each time, there’s a big leap from one to the next—in material, in performance, in everything.”


Dylan came into the control room, smiling. Although he is fiercely accusatory toward society at large while he is performing, his most marked offstage characteristic is gentleness. He speaks swiftly but softly, and appears persistently anxious to make himself clear. “We’re going to make a good one tonight,” he said to Wilson. “I promise.” He turned to me and continued, “There aren’t any finger-pointing songs in here, either. Those records I’ve already made, I’ll stand behind them; but some of that was jumping into the scene to be heard and a lot of it was because I didn’t see anybody else doing that kind of thing. Now a lot of people are doing finger-pointing songs. You know—pointing to all the things that are wrong. Me, I don’t want to write for people anymore. You know—be a spokesman. Like I once wrote about Emmett Till in the first person, pretending I was him. From now on, I want to write from inside me, and to do that I’m going to have to get back to writing like I used to when I was ten—having everything come out naturally. The way I like to write is for it to come out the way I walk or talk.” Dylan frowned. “Not that I even walk or talk yet like I’d like to. I don’t carry myself yet the way Woody, Big Joe Williams, and Lightnin’ Hopkins have carried themselves. I hope to someday, but they’re older. They got to where music was a tool for them, a way to live more, a way to make themselves feel better. Sometimes I can make myself feel better with music, but other times it’s still hard to go to sleep at night.”


A friend strolled in, and Dylan began to grumble about an interview that had been arranged for him later in the week. “I hate to say no, because, after all, these guys have a job to do,” he said, shaking his head impatiently. “But it bugs me that the first question usually turns out to be ‘Are you going down South to take part in any of the civil-rights projects?’ They try to fit you into things. Now, I’ve been down there, but I’m not going down just to hold a picket sign so they can shoot a picture of me. I know a lot of the kids in SNCC—you know, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee. That’s the only organization I feel a part of spiritually. The NAACP is a bunch of old guys. I found that out by coming directly in contact with some of the people in it. They didn’t understand me. They were looking to use me for something. Man, everybody’s hung up. You sometimes don’t know if somebody wants you to do something because he’s hung up or because he really digs who you are. It’s awful complicated, and the best thing you can do is admit it.”


Returning to the studio, Dylan stood in front of the piano and pounded out an accompaniment as he sang from one of his own new songs . . . . Another friend of Dylan’s arrived, with three children, ranging in age from four to ten. The children raced around the studio until Wilson insisted that they be relatively confined to the control room. By ten minutes to eight, Wilson had checked out the sound balance to his satisfaction, Dylan’s friends had found seats along the studio walls, and Dylan had expressed his readiness—in fact, eagerness—to begin. Wilson, in the control room, leaned forward, a stopwatch in his hand. Dylan took a deep breath, threw his head back, and plunged into a song in which he accompanied himself on guitar and harmonica. The first take was ragged; the second was both more relaxed and vivid. At that point, Dylan, smiling, clearly appeared to be confident of his ability to do an entire album in one night. As he moved into succeeding numbers, he relied principally on the guitar for support, except for exclamatory punctuations on the harmonica.


Having glanced through a copy of Dylan’s new lyrics that he had handed to Wilson, I observed to Wilson that there were indeed hardly any songs of social protest in the collection.


“Those early albums gave people the wrong idea,” Wilson said. “Basically, he’s in the tradition of all lasting folk music. I mean, he’s not a singer of protest so much as he is a singer of concern about people. He doesn’t have to be talking about Medgar Evers all the time to be effective. He can just tell a simple little story of a guy who ran off from a woman.”


After three takes of one number, one of the engineers said to Wilson, “If you want to try another, we can get a better take.”


“No.” Wilson shook his head. “With Dylan, you have to take what you can get.”


Out in the studio, Dylan, his slight form bent forward, was standing just outside the screen and listening to a playback through earphones. He began to take the earphones off during an instrumental passage, but then his voice came on, and he grinned and replaced them.


The engineer muttered again that he might get a better take if Dylan ran through the number once more.


“Forget it,” Wilson said. “You don’t think in terms of orthodox recording techniques, when you’re dealing with Dylan. You have to learn to be as free on this side of the glass as he is out there.”


Dylan went on to record a song about a man leaving a girl because he was not prepared to be the kind of invincible hero and all-encompassing provider she wanted. “It ain’t me you’re looking for, babe,” he sang, with finality.


During the playback, I joined Dylan in the studio. “The songs so far sound as if there were real people in them,” I said.


Dylan seemed surprised that I had considered it necessary to make the comment. “There are. That’s what makes them so scary. If I haven’t been through what I write about, the songs aren’t worth anything.” He went on, via one of his songs, to offer a complicated account of a turbulent love affair in Spanish Harlem, and at the end asked a friend, “Did you understand it?” The friend nodded enthusiastically. “Well, I didn’t,” Dylan said, with a laugh, and then became somber. “It’s hard being free in a song—getting it all in. Songs are so confining. Woody Guthrie told me once that songs don’t have to rhyme—that they don’t have to do anything like that. But it’s not true. A song has to have some kind of form to fit into the music. You can bend the words and the meter, but it still has to fit somehow. I’ve been getting freer in the songs I write, but I still feel confined. That’s why I write a lot of poetry—if that’s the word. Poetry can make its own form.”


As Wilson signaled for the start of the next number, Dylan put up his hand. “I just want to light a cigarette, so I can see it there while I’m singing,” he said, and grinned. “I’m very neurotic. I need to be secure.”


By ten-thirty, seven songs had been recorded.


“This is the fastest Dylan date yet,” Wilson said. “He used to be all hung up with the microphones. Now he’s a pro.”


Several more friends of Dylan’s had arrived during the recording of the seven songs, and at this point four of them were seated in the control room behind Wilson and the engineers. The others were scattered around the studio, using the table that held the bottles of Beaujolais as their base. They opened the bottles and every once in a while poured out a drink in a paper cup. The three children were still irrepressibly present, and once the smallest burst suddenly into the studio, ruining a take. Dylan turned to the youngster in mock anger. “I’m gonna rub you out,” he said. “I’ll track you down and turn you to dust.” The boy giggled and ran back into the control room.


As the evening went on, Dylan’s voice became more acrid. The dynamics of his singing grew more pronounced, soft, intimate passages being abruptly followed by fierce surges in volume. The relentless, driving beat of his guitar was more often supplemented by the whooping thrusts of the harmonica.


“Intensity, that’s what he’s got,” Wilson said, apparently to himself. “By now, this kid is outselling Thelonious Monk and Miles Davis,” he went on, to me. “He’s speaking to a whole new generation. And not only here. He’s just been in England. He had standing room only in Royal Festival Hall.”


Dylan had begun a song called “Chimes of Freedom.” One of his four friends in the control room, a lean, bearded man proclaimed, “Bobby’s talking for every hung-up person in the whole wide universe.” His three companions nodded gravely.


The next composition, “Motorpsycho Nitemare,” was a mordantly satirical version of the vintage tale of the farmer, his daughter, and the traveling salesman. There were several false starts, apparently because Dylan was having trouble reading the lyrics.


“Man, dim the lights,” the bearded friend counseled Wilson. “He’ll get more relaxed.”


“Atmosphere is not what we need,” Wilson answered, without turning around. “Legibility is what we need.”


During the playback, Dylan listened intently, his lips moving, and a cigarette cocked in his right hand. A short break followed, during which Dylan shouted, “Hey, we’re gonna need some more wine!” Two of the friends in the studio nodded and left.


After the recording session resumed, Dylan continued to work hard and conscientiously. When he was preparing for a take or listening to a playback, he seemed able to cut himself off completely from the eddies of conversation and humorous byplay stirred up by his friends in the studio. Occasionally, when a line particularly pleased him, he burst into laughter, but he swiftly got back to business.


Dylan started a talking blues—a wry narrative in a sardonic recitative style, which had been developed by Woody Guthrie. “Now I’m a liberal, but to a degree,” Dylan was drawling halfway through the song. “I want everybody to be free. But if you think I’ll let Barry Goldwater move in next door and marry my daughter, you must think I’m crazy. I wouldn’t let him do it for all the farms in Cuba.” He was smiling broadly, and Wilson and the engineers were laughing. It was a long song, and toward the end Dylan faltered. He tried it twice more and each time he stumbled before the close.


“Let me do another song,” he said to Wilson. “I’ll come back to this.”


“No,” Wilson said. “Finish up this one. You’ll hang us up on the order, and if I’m not here to edit, the other cat will get mixed up. Just do an insert of the last part.”


“Let him start from the beginning, man,” said one of the four friends sitting behind Wilson.


Wilson turned around, looking annoyed. “Why, man?”


“You don’t start telling a story with Chapter Eight, man,” the friend said.


“Oh, man,” said Wilson. “What kind of philosophy is that? We’re recording, not writing a biography.”


As an obbligato of protest continued behind Wilson, Dylan, accepting Wilson’s advice, sang the insert. His bearded friend rose silently and drew a square in the air behind Wilson’s head.


Other songs, mostly of love lost or misunderstood, followed. Dylan was now tired, but he retained his good humor. “This last one is called ‘My Back Pages,’ ” he announced to Wilson. It appeared to express his current desire to get away from “finger-pointing” and write more acutely personal material. “Oh, but I was so much older then,” he sang as a refrain, “I’m younger than that now.”


By one-thirty, the session was over. Dylan had recorded fourteen new songs. He agreed to meet me again in a week or so and fill me in on his background. “My background’s not all that important though,” he said as we left the studio. “It’s what I’m doing now that counts.”





Dylan was born in Duluth, on May 24, 1941, and grew up in Hibbing, Minnesota, a mining town near the Canadian border. He does not discuss his parents, preferring to let his songs tell whatever he wants to say about his personal history. “You can stand at one end of Hibbing on the main drag an’ see clear past the city limits on the other end,” Dylan once noted in a poem, “My Life in a Stolen Moment,” printed in the program of a 1963 Town Hall concert he gave. Like Dylan’s parents, it appears, the town was neither rich nor poor, but it was, Dylan has said, “a dyin’ town.” He ran away from home seven times: at ten, at twelve, at thirteen, at fifteen, at fifteen and a half, at seventeen, and at eighteen. His travels included South Dakota, New Mexico, Kansas, and California. In between flights, he taught himself the guitar, which he had begun playing at the age of ten. At fifteen, he was also playing the harmonica and the autoharp, and, in addition, had written his first song, a ballad dedicated to Brigitte Bardot. In the spring of 1960, Dylan entered the University of Minnesota, in Minneapolis, which he attended for something under six months. In “My Life in a Stolen Moment,” Dylan has summarized his college career dourly: “I sat in science class an’ flunked out for refusin’ to watch a rabbit die. I got expelled from English class for using four-letter words in a paper describing the English teacher. I also failed out of communication class for callin’ up every day and sayin’ I couldn’t come . . . . I was kept around for kicks at a fraternity house. They let me live there, an’ I did until they wanted me to join.” Paul Nelson and Jon Pankake, who edit the Little Sandy Review, a quarterly magazine, published in Minneapolis, that is devoted to critical articles on folk music and performers, remember meeting Dylan at the University of Minnesota in the summer of 1960, while he was part of a group of singers who performed at The Scholar, a coffeehouse near the university. The editors, who were students at the university then, have since noted in their publication: “We recall Bob as a soft-spoken, rather unprepossessing youngster . . . well-groomed and neat in the standard campus costume of slacks, sweater, and white oxford sneakers, poplin raincoat, and dark glasses.”


Before Dylan arrived at the university, his singing had been strongly influenced by such Negro folk interpreters as Leadbelly and Big Joe Williams. He had met Williams in Evanston, Illinois, during his break from home at the age of twelve. Dylan had also been attracted to several urban-style rhythm-and-blues performers, notably Bo Diddley and Chuck Berry. Other shaping forces were white country-music figures, particularly Hank Williams, Hank Snow, and Jimmie Rodgers. During his brief stay at the University, Dylan became especially absorbed in the recordings of Woody Guthrie, the Oklahoma-born traveler who had created the most distinctive body of American topical folk material to come to light in this century. Since 1954, Guthrie, ill with Huntington’s chorea, a progressive disease of the nervous system, had not been able to perform, but he was allowed to receive visitors. In the autumn of 1960, Dylan quit the University of Minnesota and decided to visit Guthrie at Greystone Hospital, in New Jersey. Dylan returned briefly to Minnesota the following May, to sing at a university hootenanny, and Nelson and Pankake saw him again on that occasion. “In a mere half year,” they have recalled in the Little Sandy Review, “he had learned to churn up exciting, bluesy, hard-driving, harmonica-and-guitar music, and had absorbed during his visits with Guthrie not only the great Okie musician’s unpredictable syntax but his very vocal color, diction, and inflection. Dylan’s performance that spring evening of a selection of Guthrie . . . songs was hectic and shaky, but it contained all the elements of the now-perfected performing style that has made him the most original newcomer to folk music.”


The winter Dylan visited Guthrie was otherwise bleak. He spent most of it in New York, where he found it difficult to get steady work singing. In “Talkin’ New York,” a caustic song describing his first months in the city, Dylan tells of having been turned away by a coffeehouse owner who told him scornfully, “You sound like a hillbilly. We want folksingers here.” There were nights when he slept in the subway, but, eventually he found friends and a place to stay on the Lower East Side, and after he had returned from the spring hootenanny, he began getting more engagements in New York. John Hammond, Director of Talent Acquisition at Columbia Records, who has discovered a sizable number of important jazz and folk performers during the past thirty years, heard Dylan that summer while attending a rehearsal of another folksinger, whom Hammond was about to record for Columbia Records. Impressed by the young man’s raw force and by the vivid lyrics of his songs, Hammond auditioned him and immediately signed him to a recording contract. Then, in September 1961, while Dylan was appearing at Gerde’s Folk City, a casual refuge for “citybillies” (as the young city singers and musicians are now called in the trade), on West Fourth Street, in Greenwich Village, he was heard by Robert Shelton, the folk-music critic for the Times, who wrote of him enthusiastically.


Dylan began to prosper. He enlarged his following by appearing at the Newport and Monterey Folk Festivals and giving concerts throughout the country. There have been a few snags, as when he walked off the Ed Sullivan television show in the spring of 1963 because the Columbia Broadcasting System would not permit him to sing a tart appraisal of the John Birch Society, but on the whole he has experienced accelerating success. His first three Columbia albums—Bob Dylan, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan, and The Times They Are A-Changin’—have by now reached a cumulative sales figure of nearly four hundred thousand. In addition, he has received large royalties as a composer of songs that have become hits through recordings by Peter, Paul, and Mary, the Kingston Trio, and other performers. At present, Dylan’s fees for a concert appearance range from two thousand to three thousand dollars a night. He has sometimes agreed to sing at a nominal fee for new, nonprofit folk societies, however, and he has often performed without charge at civil-rights rallies.


Musically, Dylan has transcended most of his early influences and developed an incisively personal style. His vocal sound is most often characterized by flaying harshness. Mitch Jayne, a member of the Dillards, a folk group from Missouri, has described Dylan’s sound as “very much like a dog with his leg caught in barbed wire.” Yet Dylan’s admirers come to accept and even delight in the harshness, because of the vitality and wit at its core. And they point out that in intimate ballads he is capable of a fragile lyricism that does not slip into bathos. It is Dylan’s work as a composer, however, that has won him a wider audience than his singing alone might have. Whether concerned with cosmic specters or personal conundrums, Dylan’s lyrics are pungently idiomatic. He has a superb ear for speech rhythms, a generally astute sense of selective detail, and a natural storyteller’s command of narrative pacing. His songs sound as if they were being created out of oral street history rather than carefully written in tranquillity. On a stage, Dylan performs his songs as if he had an urgent story to tell. In his work there is little of the polished grace of such carefully trained contemporary minstrels as Richard Dyer-Bennet. Nor, on the other hand, do Dylan’s performances reflect the calculated showmanship of Harry Belafonte or of Peter, Paul, and Mary. Dylan off the stage is very much the same as Dylan the performer—restless, insatiably hungry for experience, idealistic, but skeptical of neatly defined causes.


In the past year, as his renown has increased, Dylan has become more elusive. He felt so strongly threatened by his initial fame that he welcomed the chance to use the Bearsville home of his manager as a refuge between concerts, and he still spends most of his time there when he’s not traveling. A week after the recording session, he telephoned me from Bearsville, and we agreed to meet the next evening at the Keneret, a restaurant on lower Seventh Avenue in the Village. It specializes in Middle Eastern food, which is one of Dylan’s preferences, but it does not have a liquor license. Upon keeping our rendezvous, therefore, we went next door for a few bottles of Beaujolais and then returned to the Keneret. Dylan was as restless as usual, and as he talked, his hands moved constantly and his voice sounded as if he were never quite able to catch his breath.


I asked him what he had meant, exactly, when he spoke at the recording session of abandoning “finger-pointing” songs, and he took a sip of wine, leaned forward and said, “I looked around and saw all these people pointing fingers at the bomb. But the bomb is getting boring, because what’s wrong goes much deeper than the bomb. What’s wrong is how few people are free. Most people walking around are tied down to something that doesn’t let them really speak, so they just add their confusion to the mess. I mean, they have some kind of vested interest in the way things are now. Me, I’m cool.” He smiled. “You know, Joanie—Joanie Baez—worries about me. She worries about whether people will get control over me and exploit me. But I’m cool. I’m in control, because I don’t care about money, and all that. And I’m cool in myself, because I’ve gone through enough changes so that I know what’s real to me and what isn’t. Like this fame. It’s done something to me. It’s O.K. in the Village here. People don’t pay attention to me. But in other towns it’s funny knowing that people you don’t know figure they know you. I mean, they think they know everything about you. One thing is groovy, though. I got birthday cards this year from people I’d never heard of. It’s weird, isn’t it? There are people I’ve really touched whom I’ll never know.” He lit a cigarette. “But in other ways being noticed can be a weight. So I disappear a lot. I go to places where I’m not going to be noticed. And I can.” He laughed. “I have no work to do. I have no job. I’m not committed to anything except making a few records and playing a few concerts. I’m weird that way. Most people, when they get up in the morning, have to do what they have to do. I could pretend there were all kinds of things I had to do every day. But why? So I do whatever I feel like. I might make movies of my friends around Woodstock one day. I write a lot. I get involved in scenes with people. A lot of scenes are going on with me all the time—here in the Village, in Paris during my trips to Europe, in lots of places.”


I asked Dylan how far ahead he planned.


“I don’t look past right now,” he said. “Now there’s this fame business. I know it’s going to go away. It has to. This so-called mass fame comes from people who get caught up in a thing for a while and buy the records. Then they stop. And when they stop, I won’t be famous anymore.”


We became aware that a young waitress was standing by diffidently. Dylan turned to her, and she asked him for his autograph. He signed his name with gusto, and signed again when she asked if he would give her an autograph for a friend. “I’m sorry to have interrupted your dinner,” she said, smiling. “But I’m really not.”


“I get letters from people—young people—all the time,” Dylan continued when she had left us. “I wonder if they write letters like those to other people they don’t know. They just want to tell me things, and sometimes they go into their personal hang-ups. Some send poetry. I like getting them—read them all and answer some. But I don’t mean I give any people who write to me any answers to their problems.” He leaned forward and talked more rapidly. “It’s like, when somebody wants to tell me what the ‘moral’ thing is to do, I want them to show me. If they have anything to say about morals, I want to know what it is they do. Same with me. All I can do is show the people who ask me questions how I live. All I can do is be me. I can’t tell them how to change things, because there’s only one way to change things, and that’s to cut yourself off from all the chains. That’s hard for most people to do.”


I had Dylan’s The Times They Are A-Changin’ album with me, and I pointed out to him a section of his notes on the cover in which he spoke of how he had always been running when he was a boy—running away from Hibbing and from his parents.


Dylan took a sip of wine. “I kept running because I wasn’t free,” he said. “I was constantly on guard. Somehow, way back then, I already knew that parents do what they do because they’re uptight. They’re concerned with their kids in relation to themselves. I mean, they want their kids to please them, not to embarrass them—so they can be proud of them. They want you to be what they want you to be. So I started running when I was ten. But always I’d get picked up and sent home. When I was thirteen, I was traveling with a carnival through upper Minnesota and North and South Dakota, and I got picked up again. I tried again and again, and when I was eighteen, I cut out for good. I was still running when I came to New York. Just because you’re free to move doesn’t mean you’re free. Finally, I got so far out I was cut off from everybody and everything. It was then I decided there was no sense in running so far and so fast when there was no longer anybody there. It was fake. It was running for the sake of running. So I stopped. I’ve got no place to run from. I don’t have to be anyplace I don’t want to be. But I am by no means an example for any kid wanting to strike out. I mean, I wouldn’t want a young kid to leave home because I did it, and then have to go through a lot of the things I went through. Everybody has to find his own way to be free. There isn’t anybody who can help you in that sense. Nobody was able to help me. Like seeing Woody Guthrie was one of the main reasons I came East. He was an idol to me. A couple of years ago, after I’d gotten to know him, I was going through some very bad changes, and I went to see Woody, like I’d go to somebody to confess to. But I couldn’t confess to him. It was silly. I did go and talk with him—as much as he could talk—and the talking helped. But basically he wasn’t able to help me at all. I finally realized that. So Woody was my last idol.”


There was a pause.


“I’ve learned a lot in these past few years,” Dylan said softly. “Like about beauty.”


I reminded him of what he had said about his changing criteria of beauty in some notes he did for a Joan Baez album. There he had written that when he first heard her voice, before he knew her, his reaction had been:


“I hate that kind of a sound,” said I


“The only beauty’s ugly, man


The crackin’, shakin’, breakin’ sounds’re


The only beauty I understand.”


Dylan laughed. “Yeah,” he said. “I was wrong. My hang-up was that I used to try to define beauty. Now I take it as it is, however it is. That’s why I like Hemingway. I don’t read much. Usually I read what people put in my hands. But I do read Hemingway. He didn’t have to use adjectives. He didn’t really have to define what he was saying. He just said it. I can’t do that yet, but that’s what I want to be able to do.”


A young actor from Julian Beck’s and Judith Malina’s Living Theatre troupe stopped by the table, and Dylan shook hands with him enthusiastically. “We’re leaving for Europe soon,” the actor said. “But when we come back, we’re going out on the street. We’re going to put on plays right on the street, for anyone who wants to watch.”


“Hey!” said Dylan, bouncing in his seat. “Tell Julian and Judith that I want to be in on that.”


The actor said he would, and took Dylan’s telephone number. Then he said, “Bob, are you doing only your own songs now—none of the old folk songs at all?”


“Have to,” Dylan answered. “When I’m uptight and it’s raining outside and nobody’s around and somebody I want is a long way from me—and with someone else besides—I can’t sing ‘Ain’t Got No Use for Your Red Apple Juice.’ I don’t care how great an old song it is or what its tradition is. I have to make a new song out of what I know and out of what I’m feeling.”


The conversation turned to civil rights, and the actor used the term “the Movement” to signify the work of the civil-rights activists. Dylan looked at him quizzically. “I agree with everything that’s happening,” he said, “but I’m not part of no Movement. If I was, I wouldn’t be able to do anything else but in ‘the Movement.’ I just can’t have people sit around and make rules for me. I do a lot of things no Movement would allow.” He took a long drink of the Beaujolais. “It’s like politics,” he went on. “I just can’t make it with any organization. I fell into a trap once—last December—when I agreed to accept the Tom Paine Award from the Emergency Civil Liberties Committee. At the Americana Hotel! In the Grand Ballroom! As soon as I got there, I felt uptight. First of all, the people with me couldn’t get in. They looked even funkier than I did, I guess. They weren’t dressed right, or something. Inside the ballroom, I really got uptight. I began to drink. I looked down from the platform and saw a bunch of people who had nothing to do with my kind of politics. I looked down and I got scared. They were supposed to be on my side, but I didn’t feel any connection with them. Here were these people who’d been all involved with the left in the thirties, and now they were supporting civil-rights drives. That’s groovy, but they also had minks and jewels, and it was like they were giving the money out of guilt. I got up to leave, and they followed me and caught me. They told me I had to accept the award. When I got up to make my speech, I couldn’t say anything by that time but what was passing through my mind. They’d been talking about Kennedy being killed, and Bill Moore and Medgar Evers and the Buddhist monks in Vietnam being killed. I had to say something about Lee Oswald. I told them I’d read a lot of his feelings in the papers, and I knew he was uptight. Said I’d been uptight, too, so I’d got a lot of his feelings. I saw a lot of myself in Oswald, I said, and I saw in him a lot of the times we’re all living in. And, you know, they started booing. They looked at me like I was an animal. They actually thought I was saying it was a good thing Kennedy had been killed. That’s how far out they are. I was talking about Oswald. And then I started talking about friends of mine in Harlem—some of them junkies, all of them poor. And I said they need freedom as much as anybody else, and what’s anybody doing for them? The chairman was kicking my leg under the table, and I told him, ‘Get out of here.’ Now, what I was supposed to be was a nice cat. I was supposed to say, ‘I appreciate your award and I’m a great singer and I’m a great believer in liberals, and you buy my records and I’ll support your cause.’ But I didn’t, and so I wasn’t accepted that night. That’s the cause of a lot of those chains I was talking about—people wanting to be accepted, people not wanting to be alone. But, after all, what is it to be alone? I’ve been alone sometimes in front of three thousand people. I was alone that night.”


The actor nodded sympathetically.


Dylan snapped his fingers. “I almost forgot,” he said. “You know, they were talking about Freedom Fighters that night. I’ve been in Mississippi, man. I know those people on another level besides civil-rights campaigns. I know them as friends. Like Jim Forman, one of the heads of SNCC. I’ll stand on his side any time. But those people that night were actually getting me to look at colored people as colored people. I tell you, I’m never going to have anything to do with any political organization again in my life. Oh, I might help a friend if he was campaigning for office. But I’m not going to be part of any organization. These people at that dinner were the same as everybody else. They’re doing their time. They’re chained to what they’re doing. The only thing is, they’re trying to put morals and great deeds on their chains, but basically they don’t want to jeopardize their positions. They got their jobs to keep. There’s nothing there for me, and there’s nothing there for the kind of people I hang around with. The only thing I’m sorry about is that I guess I hurt the collection at the dinner. I didn’t know they were going to try to collect money after my speech. I guess I lost them a lot of money. Well, I offered to pay them whatever it was they figured they’d lost because of the way I talked. I told them I didn’t care how much it was. I hate debts, especially moral debts. They’re worse than money debts.”


Exhausted by his monologue, Dylan sank back and poured more Beaujolais. “People talk about trying to change society,” he said. “All I know is that so long as people stay so concerned about protecting their status and protecting what they have, ain’t nothing going to be done. Oh, there may be some change of levels inside the circle, but nobody’s going to learn anything.”


The actor left, and it was time for Dylan to head back upstate. “Come up and visit next week,” he said to me, “and I’ll give you a ride on my motorcycle.” He hunched his shoulders and walked off quickly.





4.



For me, you know, acting is like the Marx Brothers, somethin’ you can’t learn. . . . All these people—actors—they’re all themselves, really, tryin’ too hard to be someone else. You can’t learn to be someone else. It’s just gotta be inside.”





Interview with Jay Cocks, The Kenyon Collegian


November 20, 1964


Wearing high heel boots, a tailored pea-jacket without lapels, pegged dungarees of a kind of buffed azure, large sunglasses with squared edges, his dark, curly hair standing straight up on top and spilling over the upturned collar of his soiled white shirt, he caused a small stir when he got off the plane in Columbus. Businessmen nodded and smirked, the ground crew looked a little incredulous, and a mother put a hand on her child’s head and made him turn away. Bob Dylan came into the terminal taking long strides, walking hard on his heels and swaggering just a little. He saw us, smiled a nervous but friendly smile, and came over to introduce himself and his companion, a lanky, unshaven man named Victor who looked like a hip version of Abraham Lincoln. Dave Banks, who had organized the concert and who was Dylan’s official reception committee, led Dylan and Victor to baggage claim. Along the way, Victor asked us how far we were from the school and where he and Dylan would be spending the night. Learning that Banks had reserved a room for them in a small motel seven miles from Kenyon, he smiled a little and said, “Tryin’ to keep us as far away from the school as you can, huh?”


The trip back from the airport was a quiet one. Both men seemed rather tired, Dylan especially, who was pale and nervous. He said he was right in the middle of a big concert tour which had been on for almost two months, and Victor reminisced about one memorable engagement in Cambridge. “They had this pep rally right before the concert,” he said, “and they all came in sweaty and yellin’. Man, the audience was full of football players—football players.” Banks mentioned that Kenyon hadn’t won a single football game all year, and both men seemed enthusiastic. “Yeah? No kidden’?” Dylan said, and Victor flashed a gratified smile. They asked a lot of questions about the college, the Review, and girls. Victor was astonished to find the college was so small and that the girls were so far away. “Outside Cleveland?” he commented, “man, that’s a far away to go for a chick.” Dylan nodded sympathetically.


We talked a bit more then about Kenyon. “They really have to wear ties and stuff to the concert,” Dylan asked, “ties? Well, I’m gonna tell them they can take them off. That’s what I’m gonna do. Rules—man, that’s why I never lasted long in college. Too many rules.” He spoke quietly but with animation, in an unmistakably mid-western accent.


Entering Mt. Vernon, Dylan asked if there was a liquor store around. “Nothin’ strong—wine or somethin’. Beaujolais. Chianti’s good. Yeah, or Almaden or anything just so it’s red and dry.”


Banks stopped to get some wine. Dylan was talking faster now, more excitedly, fingering his sideburns and running his hand nervously over the top of his head.


As we came into Gambier, Dylan pressed his face up against the car window. “Wow, great place for a school! Man, if I went here I’d be out in the woods all day gettin’ drunk. Get me a chick,” (and here he again smiled his nervous smile), “settle down, raise some kids.” Banks drove the pair around the campus and stopped at Rosse Hall where the concert was to be given to show them the audio facilities. Victor didn’t like the amplifier system (“Man, it’s a phonograph”) and Dylan was worried about making his entrance from the back of the hall and walking all the way to the stage in front. It was finally decided that he would use the classrooms in the basement for a dressing room and come in through the fire exit in front, facing the small College cemetery. “Strange set-up,” he kept saying, “really strange set-up.” He was pacing up and down, taking quick drags on a Chesterfield. “Look, try and get as many people in here as you can, O.K? Let ’em sit on the floor, just try and let everybody in, O.K.?” Victor mentioned that they were both pretty hungry, so Banks suggested driving back into Mt. Vernon where Dylan wouldn’t be recognized; even if he was noticed, Banks said, he would probably be taken for some crazy college student anyway, and the worst that could happen was someone trying to pick a fight. “ ’S’all right, man,” Dylan said, shrugging his narrow shoulders. “I’m ready for ’em.”


Back in Mt. Vernon, both Dylan and Victor were convulsed by the public square. “Hey, man, look at that cat,” Dylan said, pointing at a Civil War monument, “who’s he?” Victor leaned out the window and squinted: “Don’t know—look’s like General Custer from here.” “Fantastic,” Dylan said.


When we finally got to the motel and into the room, Dylan turned on the television and began to tune his Gibson guitar and sing while watching Wanted: Dead or Alive. Dave Banks went to take care of the luggage while Victor and I walked to a public phone booth to call out for some food. Dylan only wanted a salad, but Victor told me to order him something else. “Fish or somethin’. And some greens. He’s gotta have some greens. Any kind, I don’t know.” The Rendezvous Restaurant, however, didn’t have any greens. Victor smiled, shaking his head. “Wow—we’ll just get him that fish plate or whatever it is. No greens—wow.” The food would be ready in half-an-hour, so Banks and I left Dylan and Victor in the room watching Steve McQueen tackle some evil-looking Mexicans. Dylan was now completely absorbed in the program; Victor was trying to sleep.


When we returned with the food half-an-hour later, the television was still on, Victor sprawled on his bed, while Dylan clasped and unclasped his hands between his knees. The restaurant had cooked a good meal but had forgotten to include silverware. “Don’t make no difference,” Dylan and Victor said in chorus, “no difference,” so we ate everything from home fried potatoes to salad with our fingers. Dylan poked around at his fried fish platter, but wolfed down the salad. “Greek salad in Mt. Vernon, Ohio,” he said, “crazy,” wiped his fingers on his azure dungarees, lit a cigarette, and poured himself some more of the Almaden wine. He was interested in the article I was planning to write about him. “There’s this one guy who writes for the Post, The Saturday Evening Post, you know, named Al Aronowitz. He was going to do this story on me for a year and a half but he couldn’t do it. He’s really a great guy. He knew it would be cut to shit by the Post and he wouldn’t get to say what he’d want to be sayin’, only what they wanted. And the guy really didn’t want me to come out like that, you dig? But we tried to write it anyway, you know, together. I went up to his place one day and we sat down and began to write this story, about me meeting him in Central Park and everything. But we had to stop, because the thing was getting really weird, surrealistic, and the story never got written. The only other cat he won’t do a story on is Paul Newman, because he don’t want to ruin him by gettin’ him all cut up.”


While talking he constantly flexed his fingers and crossed and uncrossed his legs. Mentioning Paul Newman got him on the subject of acting. “For me, you know, acting is like the Marx Brothers, somethin’ you can’t learn. Like the Studio. In the early days it was good, before it became a big fad, but I went there and really got turned off. All these people—actors—they’re all themselves, really, tryin’ too hard to be someone else. You can’t learn to be someone else. It’s just gotta be inside. You dig what I’m tryin’ to say?”


“Hey, Bob,” Victor interrupted, switching off the TV, “we better get movin’.” Dylan had been talking for forty-five minutes, and he had wanted to get out to the College before the concert to tune up. On the way, Dylan asked us to lock the door to the classroom he would be using to rehearse. He was worried about people coming in for autographs and an over-enthusiastic group of fans. Banks complied by driving his car across a space of bumpy lawn and up to the side door of the hall, where Victor hustled Dylan out and through the door past three or four gaping couples on their way to collect some early front row seats. We made sure the door was locked, and Victor and I took turns standing guard until Victor decided it was time to rig up the special microphones they had brought along. He went upstairs carrying a suitcase full of tubes and wire, while Dylan, in the next room, tuned up for three minutes by pounding out a wild rock and roll song on a grand piano and singing some gibberish lyrics.


Dave Banks knocked on the door and told Dylan that two people who said they were friends of his were upstairs. They had given their names as Bob and John. “Fantastic,” said Dylan. “Hey Victor, go up and bring ’em down quick. Fantastic.” I went back to join Dylan, who was pacing around in a circle.


All of a sudden the door crashed open and a soft-faced young man in black boots, trousers, coat, and gloves came running into the room screaming, “Hey Bobby—hiya, baby,” his long hair flapping like banners behind him. “Wow, fantastic,” Dylan yelled, reeling backwards across the room, laughing and attempting to climb the wall, “whatya doin’ here, Bob?”


“Driving out to the coast,” said the newcomer, pumping Dylan’s hand, “got this car and—hey, you know John. We’re drivin’ out together.” He reintroduced Dylan to a tall, swallow-faced boy who had an expensive Japanese camera hanging around his neck. “Look at this place—I don’t believe the set-up. Crazy.”


“Yeah, I know. Hey, man, what’re ya doin’.”


“Man, like we have this car belongs to Al, you know, we’re goin’ out to the Coast. A Cobra—wow. We drove six hundred and fifty miles yesterday in ten hours. Took us thirty-five minutes to get through Pennsylvania. VAROOM—wow!”


Everyone laughed. “Hey listen, man, you gonna be out on the coast, give me a call. I’m gonna do some concert, Joanie and me, so call.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Bob said. “What’s happenin’ out there?”


“Oh, Joanie and me’s gonna do these concerts. Fantastic number of songs: we’ll be out there for a while, but after all this shit we took I don’t think it’s much use doubling up on the hotel bills anymore, do you?”


“Yeah, yeah,” Bob said again. “Listen, did you see the pictures from New York?” Dylan said that he hadn’t. “Hey, John, I got ’em in the car. Go out and get ’em.” John giggled and went running out. Victor returned from upstairs, reported that the microphones were all fixed and that the hall was about full, and greeted Bob, who said, “Hey, how about all the faggots they’ve got in this place?” John came back from the car holding some large photographs in his hand which he thrust at Dylan with a smile.


“Hey, these are really great,” he said, looking through them. “This one’s a little bizarre maybe, but I like it.” He handed it to me. It was a picture of Bob, his hair trimmed in bangs, standing in front of a feverish abstract mural dressed in a woman’s ensemble of matching paisley slacks and blouse, holding a tricycle in his left hand and turning the pedal. John grinned at me.


As the time for Dylan to go on approached, he became more animated, more nervous. He paced and sometimes danced around the room gulping down wine from a small Dixie cup and making large gestures with his hands. Around eight-thirty, Victor handed him his guitar, Dylan placed a black-wire harmonica holder around his neck, played a few chords, blew a few quick notes, and said, “O.K. man, let’s go.” “Let’s go—I’m comin’ in through the graveyard, man.”


We walked out and around the side of the auditorium, in front of the College cemetery and up some wobbly iron stairs to a fire exit. Several of the people standing near the door caught a glimpse of Dylan and began to nudge one another; one rather pudgy girl wearing an army surplus raincoat and blue tennis shoes even began primping her hair. Victor put his arm on Dylan’s shoulder. Dylan nodded, straightened his shoulders, and walked into the hall to enthusiastic applause. He made no introductions, starting immediately to play his first song. But something was wrong with the amplifier system, and the music sounded like mosquitoes caught in a net of Saran Wrap. Dylan finished the number and made a few sly comments while Victor replaced the microphone and someone from the college played with the amplifier system. Seemingly unfazed, Dylan proceeded, with better audio and the audience now completely with him. A predominantly conservative student body applauded at every derogatory mention of prejudice, injustice, segregation, or nuclear warfare. Dylan, who had intended to sing only six songs for the first half, was apparently enjoying himself and added two more to the set. At intermission, he got a big hand.


Downstairs during the intermission, Dylan talked a lot, and drank more wine. He only half-jokingly spoke about the speaker system in the hall, about the songs, and about the audience. There were a lot of people waiting to see him outside, but he was almost too wound up even to cope with friends who were already in the room with him. Victor said that except for the speaker system he thought it was going pretty well, although he was still worried about the crowds that would gather after the concert. “You’ll see, man,” he said, “you’ll see.”


For the second half of the concert, almost seventy-five people had left their seats and were sitting on the floor close to the stage. A path had to be cleared before Dylan could get on, but passing by one girl, he reached out, said “Hi” and touched her hair with his hand, which caused the people around her to laugh and applaud, while the girl herself simply—but audibly—sighed. For the rest of the concert she stared straight at Dylan, who by now was a little drunk, although he was performing as well as in the first half. After his last song Victor and I met him just as he got off the stage, and led him to the exit. He had gotten a standing ovation, and while we were persuading him to do an encore he kept repeating “They don’t have to do that,” nodding at the audience. He had unfastened the leather shoulder strap of his guitar, and the pudgy girl in the surplus raincoat rushed up to him, asking for “All I Really Want to Do,” fumbling with the leather strap attempting to help him refasten it. He grinned at her, and went back on stage for the encore. Victor sent Bob and John downstairs to guard the entrance to the dressing room, he posted himself by the exit to block the pudgy girl and her companions and detailed me to get Dylan off the stage and through the crowd in the front row. Dylan finished up and, smiling, walked down into the audience and through the exit, Victor and I on either side.


We got him inside just before the crowd. Dylan was happy about the way the concert had gone, poured himself several congratulatory cups of wine and began to wonder about getting out of the building through the crowd and into the car which was waiting outside. He decided finally to wait twenty minutes or so, then make a break for it. At the outside door, Bob, wearing a pair of dark leather gloves which he kept rubbing together and up and down his thighs, was talking to a tall blonde man who kept repeating, “Listen, Bobby invited me afterwards to . . .” He bent down and began to whisper in Bob’s ear. Bob listened for a moment and pushed the man back.


“Listen, man, I don’t want to hear about it. Go away.”


“But, Bobby . . .”


“Listen, just go away, man. I don’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to hear about it. Just go away.” He turned his attentions to the crowd which now must have been a hundred strong.


Victor meantime was packing the remainder of Dylan’s clothes and equipment, and sticking the one surviving bottle of wine into his pocket. He looked tired; Dylan looked exhausted and drunk. “O.K.,” Dylan almost sighed, “lead the way.” We walked out of the classroom and towards the main door. When the crowd outside saw Dylan coming, many of them came forward to press their faces against the glass. As soon as I opened the door, Dylan stepped out and they all pressed forward.


“Bobby!”


“Hiya, Bobby!”


“Hey Bobby!”


“Hiya, Mr. Dylan.”


“Hello, kid,” Dylan said to a girl who was squirming against the door, “long time no see.” In reply, she giggled and coughed. Walking through the crowd Dylan waved and shook a few hands. Another girl followed him all the way to the car. “I’m Billie Dylan’s roommate from State,” she announced, “Bob, you remember.” Dylan said that he didn’t remember. “Billie Dylan. From,” the girl said, almost following him into the car. “Oh yeah,” Dylan said, not very convincingly, “how is she?” “Great,” the girl replied, “she says to tell you hello.” “Fantastic,” Dylan said. He slammed the door and we began to pull away. “Hey, Bobby, wait a minute,” someone said, running frantically alongside the car, “wait a minute.” Bob looked around, rubbing his black leather gloves together. It was the blonde man whom he had pushed away a little earlier at the door. “Keep goin’,” he said, “Keep drivin’.”





The morning was cold. In the frost and dust covering Banks’s car, which had been parked outside Dylan’s improvised dressing room the night before, we could still see outlines of little inscriptions written by some of the girls all over the hood, roof, and windows: “Bobby,” “Bobby,” “Bobby Dylan,” “Dylan,” “Dylan,” “Bobby Dylan.” No one spoke much during the trip to the airport. Victor looked still asleep, and Dylan a little fuzzy. About ten miles out of Mt. Vernon he folded his arms across his chest and, slinking down as much as he could in the Volkswagen, leaned his head back over the top of the seat and closed his eyes. All of a sudden, asleep, in that early morning, he looked very young.


Victor checked his baggage at the airport and we went for something to eat. Dylan, who looked a little more refreshed, spoke easily and with humor about his upcoming concerts. “Tomorrow we’re goin’ to Princeton, and Sunday to Bangor, Maine. Man, I don’t know what’s in Bangor, Maine. It’s not a school or anything.” I told him I didn’t think the Chamber of Commerce had booked him, and he threw back his head and laughed for a long time. “Yeah, the Chamber of Commerce—wow!” For the first time since we had met him the day before he seemed completely at ease. “I’m gonna do these concerts out on the Coast, and Joanie’s gonna be with me. Pretty soon we’re gonna get billed together.” He smiled that friendly vulnerable smile of his, but this time without a trace of nervousness. “I’m gonna be out there for a while.”


The flight to New York was announced, and Banks and I walked them to the gate. The businessmen were staring again. When one of them turned to his companion nudging him and pointing at us, Dylan looked over his shoulder and waved. “It’s alright man,” he said, “I make more money than you do.”


Banks thanked them both, and apologized for any embarrassing incidents that might have happened the previous evening. “That’s O.K. man,” Dylan replied, “wasn’t nothin’.”


“Look,” Victor said, “we’ll see you again, huh? If there’s a concert somewhere, come back and see us.”


We said we would if we could get past the crowds we hadn’t thought would be around.


“Well, so long,” Dylan said. “And thanks.”


Banks and I watched them get on the plane. On their way, they passed two T.W.A. groundcrewmen wearing coveralls and white crash-helmets who turned and stared. One of them came up to us. “Hey, wasn’t that that folksinger?”


We said that it was.


“Which one? The short one?”


Banks nodded.


“What’s his name?” he asked.


“Bob Dylan,” I said.


“Hey,” he said, turning to his friend, “that was Bob Dylan.”





5.



All I can do is be me—whoever that is—for those people that I do play to. . . . I’m not going to tell them I’m the Great Cause Fighter or the Great Lover or the Great Boy Genius. . . . Because I’m not. . . . Why mislead them?”





Interview with Paul J. Robbins, L.A. Free Press


March 1965


I don’t know whether to do a serious interview or carry on in that absurdist way we talked last night.


It’ll be the same thing anyway, man.


Yeah, okay . . . If you are a poet and write words arranged in some sort of rhythm, why do you switch at some point and write lyrics in a song so that you’re singing the words as part of a Gestalt presence?


Well, I can’t define that word poetry, I wouldn’t even attempt it. At one time I thought that Robert Frost was poetry, other times I thought that Allen Ginsberg was poetry, sometimes I thought François Villon was poetry—but poetry isn’t really confined to the printed page. Hey, then again, I don’t believe in saying “Look at that girl walking! Isn’t that poetry?” I’m not going to get insane about it. The lyrics to the songs . . . just so happens that it might be a little stranger than in most songs. I find it easy to write songs. I been writing songs for a long time and the words to the songs aren’t written out just for the paper; they’re written as you can read it, you dig. If you take whatever there is to the song away—the beat, the melody—I could still recite it. I see nothing wrong with songs you can’t do that with either—songs that, if you took the beat and the melody away, they wouldn’t stand up. Because they’re not supposed to do that, you know. Songs are songs . . . I don’t believe in expecting too much out of any one thing.
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