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“Make music for Hashem, for He has acted with grandeur; make this known throughout the world. Exult and shout for joy, O inhabitant of Zion, for the Holy One of Israel is great in your midst!”


—Isaiah 12:5–6


“My word is like fire, says the Lord, and like a hammer that shatters a rock.”


—Jeremiah 23:29


“Those guys are really wise. I tell you, I’ve heard gurus and yogis and philosophers and politicians and doctors and lawyers, teachers of all kinds…and these rabbis really had something going.”


—Bob Dylan


“Listen, I don’t know how Jewish I am, because I’ve got blue eyes. My grandparents were from Russia, and going back that far, which one of those women didn’t get raped by the Cossacks? So there’s plenty of Russian in me, I’m sure. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be the way I am.”


—Bob Dylan


“A truth that’s told with bad intent / Beats all the lies you can invent.”


—William Blake, “Auguries of Innocence”


“I’m exiled, you can’t convert me.”


—Bob Dylan, from “We Better Talk This Over”
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TERMS AND USAGE
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Robert Allen Zimmerman began calling himself Bob Dylan among friends and acquaintances when he started performing at coffee-houses in the Dinkytown section of Minneapolis while still enrolled at the University of Minnesota in 1959–60. Zimmerman and Dylan are the same person. Some authors have found it cute or clever to refer to Dylan as Zimmerman and vice versa. More nonsense than sense has been made about the name change—although there is plenty of sense to be made out of it, not the least of which is that Zimmerman was born under the sun sign of Gemini, the twins (a fact that Dylan directly addresses in the song “Where Are You Tonight?” from the 1978 album Street Legal, when he sings, “I fought with my twin / That enemy within / ’ Til both of us fell by the way”). Herein Zimmerman—who legally changed his name to Dylan in 1962—is called by that name until the period of time during which he began calling himself Dylan and when most of those who knew him knew him as Dylan.


The term “Bible” as used herein is synonymous with the Hebrew “Torah,” or, more precisely, Tanakh, which refers to the Five Books of Moses contained in the Torah scroll plus the books of the Hebrew Prophets and the Writings, which include the Psalms and other nonprophetic works (such as Proverbs, the story of Job, the Song of Songs, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and, significantly, the concluding book of Chronicles—a title Bob Dylan borrowed for his 2004 memoir).


Some refer to these works as the “Old Testament,” but such usage puts the Jewish works in the context of the Christian Bible—composed of most of the Jewish Bible (the “Old Testament”) and the writings referred to as the “New Testament”—and thus implies that they have been superseded by the latter, which is insulting to Jews. Thus, it’s a term shunned herein.


“Torah,” however, can also be used to mean the complete corpus of Jewish law and scripture, which goes far beyond the Tanakh and includes the Midrash, the Mishnah, the Talmud, the mystical writings, and other works by great sages such as Rashi, Maimonides, and Nachmanides. “To study Torah” could mean to study any of these works, or even to study modern commentaries on these works. In this sense, “Torah” can mean the complete body of Jewish learning.


In referring to the Jewish deity, I follow convention in my narrative by writing “G-d,” an acknowledgment that His name is ineffable, unknown, and should be treated with respect (and not be defaced or erased). In quotations, however, the spelling out of “God” follows the original publication’s practice, for example, in Bob Dylan’s song lyrics.


Jesus is referred to by name, but without the additional term “Christ,” a word derived from the Greek term kristos, loosely translated as “messiah.” To append the term “Christ” after the name of Jesus or to refer to Jesus by that term alone implies acceptance of Jesus as the Messiah foretold by the Jewish prophets.


For the comfort and ease of the general reader, historical names and texts are given in their commonly accepted English forms: thus, for example, the Jewish patriarchs, Avraham, Yitzhak, and Yaakov are called Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, respectively, and the book in which we read about them is referred to as Genesis instead of its Hebrew title, Bereishis. Likewise, the oft-quoted Prophets Yishayahu, Yirmiyahu, and Yehezkiel are referred to here as Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel.





PROLOGUE
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ROCKIN’ THE SHTETL


He decided to raise the level of the… entertainer to the dignity of a singer about his people, their life and struggles…. With a deep affection and regard for his suffering people, he sang of his times, pointed up the evils, satirized the guilty, stressed the good.


When doing research for a previous book, I stumbled across this passage in the folklorist Ruth Rubin’s book Voices of a People. Rubin was writing about Eliakum Zunser. Born in Lithuania in 1836, Zunser began his performing career as a traditional badkhn, a folk artist who worked primarily as a wedding emcee in Jewish Eastern Europe, and became a pioneer of original Yiddish protest songs in the 1860s and 1870s, which eventually led to his becoming the most popular Jewish folksinger of his time, by building a new kind of protest music atop a foundation of folk tradition.


A badkhn, according to Zunser’s biographer Sol Liptzin, “was a pious merrymaker, a chanting moralist, a serious bard who sermonized while he entertained.” Zunser’s innovation was to take the received, highly stylized form of wedding poetry and to elevate the medium to a genre of social commentary. Zunser was immensely successful, and, teaming up with klezmorim—the folk musicians of the Old World who played primarily for weddings—he became the closest thing the shtetl had to a rock star.


Liptzin describes the adolescent Zunser as one who “was becoming more and more dissatisfied with the answers offered by his teachers to the questions that concerned him most deeply.” Zunser, who was called a poet even though his main outlet was songwriting, would channel his frustration through the medium of song and become, according to Liptzin, a “lyricist of social justice,” “the voice of the inarticulate denizen,” “the sensitive seismograph that faithfully recorded the reactions of the common man to the counsels of despair and to the messianic panaceas.” He was, in a term, the voice of a generation.


Born just over a century later halfway around the world, another Jewish folksinger would build upon tradition by writing a new kind of song that spoke the particular language and accent of its time and place, along the way meriting for himself the moniker “poet,” winning acclaim as the voice of a generation, and joining forces with musicians to create a revolutionary new musical genre. Ruth Rubin’s description of Zunser could well apply to Bob Dylan, as could Liptzin’s. Zunser was, in a sense, a proto-Dylan, or, conversely, Dylan was, in a sense, the Zunser of the second half of the twentieth century, albeit one whose canvas was stretched larger and whose influence was more universal.


The track of Zunser’s creative career eventually took him all over Russia, where he performed his songs and extemporized sermons at hundreds of weddings—at first as a soloist and later with his own band, just as Dylan would gain fame first as a solo folk artist in the early 1960s before employing the services of an electric rock band on record and in concert in 1965. Zunser’s early, “rationalist” period, during which he adopted the popular beliefs of the Jewish enlightenment, produced songs such as “Salvation” and “Judged and Found Guilty” that gently chided his listeners to throw away their ancient superstitions and view the world—their world, in particular—critically and through “modern” eyes. He was telling them, in short, that the times they were a-changin’.


By 1861—exactly one hundred years before Bob Dylan recorded his eponymous debut album—Zunser had gained enough confidence and local renown to quit his day job as an embroiderer and commit himself full-time to his work as a songwriter and badkhn. He soon found himself entangled in a bad managerial deal that consigned him to years of skimpy, fixed wages, while his manager, Moishe Warshaver, pocketed the growing fees and gratuities showered upon Zunser as his talent and fame grew. Zunser and Warshaver spent years trying to settle their business relationship through lawsuits (as would Dylan and his manager, Albert Grossman, one hundred years later). Eventually Zunser gained the favor of the governor-general of Vilna, and he prevailed in court; his contract with Warshaver was nullified and the latter was banned from the city, thereby ceding the lucrative territory to Zunser alone.


Because he was no longer working in poverty and despair, Zunser’s songs became lighter. One of the best-known songs from this period was called “The Whiskey Song,” which, as Liptzin described it, “commemorated in a jovial mood the fall in the price of liquor and the resulting increased consumption. The satiric references were good-natured, and the crusading spirit completely absent. Drink, he felt, had its value. Why should not the laborer and the poor man also be able to afford once in a while the exhilaration of moderate indulgence?” Or, in other words, “Everybody must get stoned.”


Zunser’s period of lightness and frivolity was to be short-lived, however. Already having lost one child to the jaws of a wolf, he saw his entire family—his wife and seven remaining children—succumb to an epidemic of cholera in 1871. His songs thereafter became tinged with grief, much as Dylan’s were after he separated from his wife in the mid-1970s. This period of sorrow, however, was to prove Zunser’s most productive. “Undoubtedly, his ability to transmute pain into verse and melody aided his recovery and hastened the revival of his will to live,” wrote Liptzin. In his song “The World Kaleidoscope,” Zunser “reached an extreme of gloom in his characterization of the world as a prison in which the unfortunate victims lie fettered in chains. In vain did each prisoner plead for death.” (Emphasis mine.) Or, as Dylan sang during his subsequent period of gloom and doom, “Men will beg God to kill them / And they won’t be able to die.”


In an introduction to a collection of Zunser’s songs published in 1928, the famed Yiddish writer and editor Abraham Cahan, exercising his muscles as a proto–rock critic, wrote, “To do justice to his unique genius, to appreciate the charm which his songs had for our people, one must be familiar with the combined effect of the text and music in them, with special attention to the peculiar witchery of the rhythm throbbing in both…. Seemingly the height of simplicity and all but made up of accents of ordinary speech, I can never hum an air of his without succumbing to what impresses me as the magic mysticism of something hovering in the background.” The early twentieth-century musicologist Abraham Idelsohn wrote of Zunser, “He pleads with his people to awaken from apathetic slumber and to become aware of their misery.” (Dylan put it more directly in song in 1979, asking his listeners, “When you gonna wake up?”)


In 1889, Eliakum Zunser came to the United States for a concert tour. But unlike his spiritual successor—still playing one hundred concerts a year well into his seventh decade—there would be no Never Ending Tour for Zunser. Rather, he wound up settling into a life of relative obscurity in New York City, where the services of badkhonim were rarely called for (and from where Dylan, a Minnesota native, would launch his stellar career approximately seventy years later), and where instead he set up shop as a printer and publisher. Zunser continued to write sporadically, and by the time of his death in 1913 he had written approximately six hundred songs—a figure that Bob Dylan himself was closing in upon at the time of this writing.





INTRODUCTION
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FROM CHAOS TO CREATION


The question I was asked more than any other (perhaps with the exception of “Are you going to interview him?” Answer: No) when I told people I was writing a Jewish biography of Bob Dylan was, “Isn’t he still a born-again Christian?” To which I always replied, “Who knows?”


Indeed, who knows? And in any case, it’s beside the point. This book sets out to make no claims about Bob Dylan’s past or present religious beliefs or self-identification. There are enough onthe-record comments from Dylan to support any viewpoint—he’s Jewish, he’s Christian, he’s Rastafarian, he doesn’t believe in any religion, or he finds G-d in music, religion in the songs.


All that being said, there are certainly indications, in his songs and in the little we know about his offstage life—which is surprisingly little, considering how much has been written about him, how many websites and discussion groups are devoted to him, and how fanatically curious his ardent followers can be about him—suggesting that Dylan has never fully abandoned the faith of his forebears. Rather, he has apparently taken very seriously his relationship to Judaism, a relationship that, as this book sets out to demonstrate, so fully and completely informs his life and his work—lyrically, thematically, musically, and otherwise—that it cannot be ignored as an essential aspect of both.


A funny thing happened when I began a mostly self-directed study of Jewish scripture—the Bible, the Talmud, the mystical writings comprising the Kabbalah, the traditional prayer liturgy—in my mid-thirties. Every so often, an image, a theme, or a phrase would jump out at me as something familiar. This wasn’t an echo of previous learning of Jewish texts—of that I had next to none. For me, the texts that I had memorized as a schoolboy—the words that I could access almost immediately in much the same manner that a yeshiva graduate can quote nearly any chapter and verse from the Torah—were the lyrics of Bob Dylan, which I began studying at age fourteen in 1974 and have continued to study with a regularity bordering on obsession ever since.


The great surprise that awaited me when turning my attention in midlife toward the rich trove of Jewish texts was that there was a significant overlap between the torah of Dylan and the Torah of Moses. For example, in the book of Prophets, Ezekiel recounts a vision of angels: “The soles of their feet… their appearance was like fiery coals, burning like torches.” And in the Bible, G-d warns Moses, “No human can see my face and live,” after the latter asks the Former if He would reveal his physical manifestation. These verses were uncannily familiar when I read them the first time in their original versions, as I knew them from Bob Dylan songs. “The soles of my feet, I swear they’re burning,” Dylan sings in “The Wicked Messenger,” from 1967. And on the chorus of “I and I,” from 1983, Dylan proclaims, “One says to the other / No man sees my face and lives.”


One of the most rewarding ways of approaching Bob Dylan’s lyrics is to read them as the work of a poetic mind apparently immersed in Jewish texts and engaged in the age-old process of midrash: a kind of formal or informal riffing on the texts in order to elucidate or elaborate upon their hidden meanings. Perhaps the most famous of these riffs takes place in one of Dylan’s best-known songs, 1965’s “Highway 61 Revisited,” his whimsical retelling of the Akeidah, the story in which G-d commands Abraham to bind Isaac as if for a sacrificial offering, which Dylan posits as a conversation between two jaded, cynical hipsters. U.S. Route 61, incidentally, is the main highway leading from New Orleans to Dylan’s birthplace in Duluth, Minnesota.


While the Abraham and Isaac story is one of the core legends of Western civilization, as far back as 1962, lyrics by the son of Abe Zimmerman reveal a familiarity with Torah far beyond the basics of the average religious school education. The song “Blowin’ in the Wind,” destined to become a civil rights anthem, borrows imagery from two biblical prophets, Ezekiel and Isaiah, to which Dylan would often return for inspiration. The song “Love Minus Zero/No Limit,” one of his most beautiful love songs, gains added heft and resonance when one realizes that much of its symbolism is drawn from early chapters of the book of Daniel. And any attentive Dylan fan stumbling upon these verses in chapter 26 of Leviticus—“Your strength shall be spent in vain …I will make your heaven like iron… You shall eat and not be satisfied…”—will recognize them as the raw material from which he shaped the 1967 song “I Pity the Poor Immigrant.”


Although facts about Dylan’s Jewish upbringing and practice are hard to come by given his notorious penchant for privacy, purposeful obfuscation, or even outright deception regarding his personal life, evidence from his lyrics, his public statements, and some undisputed biographical items add up to a convincing portrait of a mind profoundly shaped by Jewish influence, study, and belief, and a life lived largely as a committed Jew. Although Dylan grew up near the Canadian border in the cold, hard, iron-mining town of Hibbing, Minnesota—as one might imagine, not exactly a hotbed of Jewish communal life and culture—his nuclear and extended family of grandparents, aunts and uncles, and cousins who lived in Hibbing or in the nearby port city of Duluth—where he was born and to where his family frequently returned—retained enough connection with Jewish tradition to observe the dietary laws, to mark the weekly Sabbath, and to stage a party the likes of which had never been seen in Hibbing when it came time for Dylan to become bar mitzvah in 1954. The teenage Bobby Zimmerman spent the next three or four summers at a Jewish camp in Wisconsin, and as a freshman at the University of Minnesota in 1959, he lived in a Jewish fraternity house.


Much has been made and written of Bob Dylan as a product of the American folk and blues traditions. Without question, Dylan’s specific art has always drawn very heavily on Anglo-American folk, African-American blues, gospel music, Tin Pan Alley pop, country music, and other styles of American music. Dylan’s genius has been to take them further, to combine them with other strains of music, and to foster a revolution in American music that saw rock triumph over sugary pop in the mid-1960s as the premier expression of the youthful counterculture.


But there is another context from which Dylan has sprung. While he may never have heard of Eliakum Zunser—and there’s no evidence that he has—and while he may be utterly unfamiliar with the folk-protest tradition that was part of the culture of his Russian Jewish ancestors back in the Pale of Settlement, there is still something of Zunser in Dylan, as much as there is of the folk-singer Woody Guthrie and the blues legend Robert Johnson. One of the very first original compositions that Dylan debuted in folk clubs in New York upon arriving there in 1961 was “Talkin’ Hava Negeilah Blues,” based on Guthrie’s patented style of “talking blues.” From the earliest days of his career, Dylan—contrary to the received notion that he engaged in a deliberate cover-up of his background—wore his Jewish heart on his sleeve.


The Jewish influence on Dylan’s art, or on the practice of his art, goes deeper than a superficial or coincidental resemblance to that of Eliakum Zunser’s a century earlier. Like much blues and some folk itself, Dylan’s work stems from the ancient tradition of Jewish prophecy—not in the sense of foretelling the future, but rather in the sense that a prophet, or in Hebrew, a navi, is a truth-teller to and an admonisher of his people: literally, a “proclaimer.” The Prophets, whose sermons and declarations are collected in the biblical books of Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and others, were, in a sense, social critics—the original protest singers, if you will. They pointed out the hypocrisies and errors of their subjects’ ways, warning of punishments that could befall them and suggesting paths toward collective redemption. Some of them also recount in detail their encounters with G-d, or what we call their “mystical” experiences, and describe a future time when others will enjoy such intimate encounters with the Creator.


The biblical Prophets did not so much engage in the act of prophecy, in the sense of foretelling the future (although they did warn about what would happen to their listeners if they did not heed their words or the laws of G-d), as they engaged in sociocultural criticism. They warned against backsliding and immorality and blatant lawbreaking and foretold the bloody consequences of this behavior. In many ways, Jesus, too, fits into this tradition of Jewish prophecy, although Christians believe that Jesus was not just another Jewish prophet but rather the divine bringer of a new message and a new covenant with G-d.


Consciously or not, Bob Dylan has in large part adopted the modes of Jewish prophetic discourse as one of his primary means of communication, determining the content of his songs, the style of delivery, and his relationship to his audience. As the great twentieth-century American theologian Abraham Joshua Heschel wrote about the biblical Prophets, “The words in which the prophets attempted to relate their experiences were not photographs but illustrations, not descriptions but songs.” (Emphasis mine.) Throughout his career, Dylan has repeatedly returned to that very same prophetic tradition to infuse his songs with a measure of impact and dignity that so obviously sets his work apart from other singer-songwriters of the rock era.


To put it another way, Dylan’s innovation was to invert what was until then the purpose of pop music—to make listeners feel better about themselves, to entertain them, and to glorify the joys of sex and romantic love—and instead to use it to challenge his listeners’ preconceptions and orthodoxies by unsettling and provoking them, which he has done from day one until today. Bono, the singer of the Irish rock band U2 and himself a strong believer in a type of Christianity with ancestral Jewish roots, understands this about Dylan. “[Dylan’s] was always a unique critique of modernity,” he writes. “Because in fact Dylan comes from an ancient place, almost medieval…. The anachronism, really, is the’60s. For the rest of his life he’s been howling from some sort of past that we seem to have forgotten but must not…”


Thus, in the pages that follow, in addition to recounting the basic biographical arc of his life and career and discussing the musical and creative achievements that have led him to be widely considered as one of the greatest, most influential artists of the last half century, I hope to illuminate Dylan’s life and work by revisiting them in a context that has until now been minimized or overlooked by biographers and critics. Bob Dylan didn’t just spring from nowhere. Some have done a good job exploring Dylan’s immediate roots in Hibbing, but few have spent more than a few lines bothering to dig deeper into the unique sociocultural context in which Dylan was raised. Nor have any chroniclers deemed it fit (or been properly equipped) to place Dylan’s unique approach toward his art in the greater context of Jewish culture and history, especially given how so much of his work regards the spiritual aspects of existence and is strewn with quotations, paraphrases, allusions, and themes drawn from normative Judaism, and given how his transformational approach echoes that of artists, poets, seers, and prophets going back hundreds and thousands of years in Jewish history. Nor have any traced this strain in his work as a continuous, unbroken chain throughout his life and career, in order to show how Dylan has, consciously or not, chosen in large part to use the prophetic mode of discourse as his primary mode, or at least one of his primary modes, of communication, determining how he shapes his narratives and addresses his audience, as well as the themes and subject matter of so many of his songs.


None of this is meant to suggest the exclusion of other significant strains of interpretation or context for Dylan’s work. Dylan has been essentially influenced by American folk, blues, country, pop, and early rock’n’ roll music, and by individual artists (for example, Woody Guthrie, Hank Williams, Robert Johnson, Chuck Berry) and songs from those genres. Dylan’s songs are full of allusions to, quotations of, and themes from old folk and blues songs. Dylan has been significantly influenced by great poetry and literature—one need look no further than Christopher Ricks’s magnificent book, Dylan’s Visions of Sin, which has a lot more to say about Dylan-as-poet than it does about Dylan’s so-called visions of sin but nevertheless does so masterfully—and even by popular literature, as was shown when several lines from a song on the 2001 album “Love and Theft” were traced to an obscure Japanese yakuza novel. Even Hollywood has provided Dylan with material and inspiration—entire songs have been composed in large part of choice bits of movie dialogue.


And as much as I do believe that a complete understanding of Dylan’s work is impossible without a recognition of the debt it owes to Judaism—and the way in which it engages Jewish themes and thought in a process akin to midrash, the elaboration upon Jewish scripture as a form of commentary—I recognize fully that his complete oeuvre can also be read in large part as:


1) a reckoning with various loves and losses, most notably his relationship with his wife, Sara, before, during, and after their marriage,


2) a commentary on topical concerns of American society and politics (although this strain in his work has been unduly overemphasized to the detriment of the others), and/or


3) a meditation on identity, with various characters and narrators that come to the forefront and disappear, and an obsession with the theme of the mask, from his early obsession with Woody Guthrie at least through his aptly titled 2003 film, Masked and Anonymous.


And, one could argue—and several authors have—that some of Dylan’s work suggests a struggle or identification with a personal relationship with Jesus (as I hope to show, one that is at least subsumed by and doesn’t discount his primary relationship with his Jewishness).


Certainly, some of Dylan’s most overtly theological songs were the gospel songs he recorded between 1979 and 1981. Nevertheless, in 1982, Dylan’s son Samuel became bar mitzvah, and by 1983, when Dylan was reportedly hanging out with Orthodox rabbis in Brooklyn and Israel, overtly Jewish themes colored the songs on the album Infidels, the sleeve of which featured a photograph of Dylan overlooking the Old City of Jerusalem, taken on a visit earlier that year for his son Jesse’s bar mitzvah. The song “Neighbor-hood Bully”—a drippingly sarcastic overview of Jewish history and persecution through the lens of contemporary Zionism—evinced a strongly nationalistic identification with Jewish peoplehood. The songs “Jokerman” and “I and I,” too, revealed a mind once again inspired by the Jewish Bible.


Over the ensuing decade, Dylan made several appearances on telethons for Chabad, in one calling the Orthodox Jewish outreach movement his “favorite organization.” During this time, he made several more visits to Israel; he opened a shopping complex in Santa Monica replete with an office, a coffeehouse, a gymnasium, and a synagogue; and he saw his daughter, Maria, marry and begin raising a family with the Orthodox Jewish singer-songwriter Peter Himmelman.


In that postgospel period, Dylan’s songs continued to reflect a mind steeped in a Jewish worldview: on Oh Mercy, “Everything Is Broken” portrays the Kabbalistic concept of a world in a state of disrepair, and “Political World” includes a vivid description of Kiddush HaShem, the religiously inspired martyrdom of those who were dying in Auschwitz around the time Dylan was born. And when Dylan garnered a Lifetime Achievement Award at the Grammy Awards in 1991, the focus of his acceptance speech was an inscrutable passage that astute listeners recognized as a paraphrase of psalm 27, an essential prayer inextricably tied to the acts of repentance and return that are the themes of the liturgy of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, the holiest days of the Jewish year.


Dylan has apparently continued to find inspiration in Jewish scripture in recent years. In “Not Dark Yet,” on his 1997 Grammy Award–winning album, Time Out of Mind, Dylan sings, “I was born here and I’ll die here against my will,” paraphrasing Pirkei Avot (Sayings of the Fathers, from the Mishnah4:29): “Against your will you were born, against your will you die.” And that album’s opening track, “Love Sick,” borrows its unusual central complaint from King Solomon’s love poetry as expressed in Song of Songs 2:7: “[Bereft of your presence], I am sick with love” or, to put it more succinctly, as does Dylan, “I’m sick of love… I’m love sick.”


Also in recent years, Dylan has been spotted annually at Yom Kippur services—typically at whatever Chabad (an Orthodox Hasidic sect) synagogue he finds himself nearest to as he constantly tours the country. A few years ago, at Congregation Adath Israel, in St. Paul, Minnesota, he is said to have received the third aliyah to the Torah—an honor providing an individual blessing—and to have returned in the evening for the concluding Neilah service, whose central imagery is of a penitent standing at a gate or doorway, entreating G-d’s mercy to be written into the Book of Life before the doors are shut and barred, an experience Dylan put into song on Time Out of Mind’s “Tryin’ to Get to Heaven”:


Now you can seal up the book and not write anymore
I’ve been walking that lonesome valley
Trying to get to heaven before they close the door.


It’s imperative that one consider the Jewish nature of so much of Dylan’s life and work in order to appreciate it fully and to its truest and greatest extent. In some small but significant way, this book will add to that understanding and appreciation of Dylan’s work by telling the story of his life and work with reference to how Judaism influenced and shaped both.








ONE
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GENESIS


Robert Allen Zimmerman was born in Duluth, Minnesota, to Abram Zimmerman and Beatrice “Beatty” Zimmerman (née Stone), on May 24, 1941. At birth he was, as is the tradition, given a Hebrew name to go along with his English name—in his case, Shabtai Zisel ben Avraham (ben Avraham simply meaning “son of Abraham,” Abram being the Anglicized version of the Yiddish equivalent, Avrem).


Twenty years later, in New York City, Robert “Bobby” Zimmerman would assume a new name, a stage name more befitting a performer of any type, especially an ambitious folksinger looking to create a myth or a more colorful backstory for Bobby Zimmerman’s early life than that of his relatively conventional, middle-class upbringing as the child of middle-class merchants. Some say Zimmerman changed his name to hide his background, ethnic, religious, or otherwise (although Zimmerman is a German name, and not a particularly Jewish one at that). Yet embedded in four of Bob Dylan’s best-known songs are references to several of the simple, biographical facts contained in the preceding paragraph.


“Like a Rolling Stone,” Bob Dylan’s greatest hit—literally (it went to number 2 on Billboard magazine’s singles chart), figuratively (it’s widely considered the most important individual song of his career and, by many, in all of rock’n’ roll history), and critically (entire books have been written about this one song)—includes his mother’s maiden name in the title and in the line that serves as the fulcrum of the song: “How does it feel / To be… like a rolling stone?” There’s more than a bit of self-reference going on in this song that almost singlehandedly revolutionized rock’n’ roll music. Several years after writing it, Dylan would say as much, realizing in hindsight that the subjects of his early songs referred to often only by pronouns—you, he, it, they—were in fact all versions of himself. “I hadn’t really known before, that I was writing about myself in all those songs,” he told his biographer Anthony Scaduto.


Around the same time as “Like a Rolling Stone,” another popular hit by Dylan, “Rainy Day Women #12 & 35,” would also make use of the same name—or word—in its key line, “Everybody must get stoned.” Besides the obvious connotation—that everyone must get drunk on alcohol or high on drugs—Dylan slyly suggested that everyone must come under the influence of a guy named Stone. And, perhaps more trenchantly, he was punning on other alternative meanings of the term—that everybody must find themselves on the receiving end of stones, in the literal, biblical sense of being stoned, or in the more figurative sense of being on the receiving end of critical barbs, as was Dylan throughout his career.


Also around the same time, another of Dylan’s best-known songs, “Highway 61 Revisited,” drew directly from the Bible for its famous opening image. “God said to Abraham / Kill me a son,” the song begins, in a sort of hipster retelling of the Akeidah, or the binding of Isaac. Of all the stories, Dylan chose this “greatest hit” of the Bible to riff upon, a story about a father and son in which the central character bears the same name as his own father, thereby aligning himself with the sacrificial son, one who was offered up to G-d in a demonstration of absolute faith. Further personalizing the narrative, Dylan located the “killing” (as well as the other events that follow in the song) on the very road that runs from New Orleans to Canada—by way of his birthplace, Duluth.


And finally, Dylan playfully references his given family name, Zimmerman, in another of his top hits, “Gotta Serve Somebody”—incidentally, the first recording ever to garner him a Grammy Award, for best male rock vocal, in 1980—when in an otherwise mostly serious song he jokes, “You may call me Terry, you may call me Timmy / You may call me Bobby, you may call me Zimmy…” Bobby Zimmerman was undoubtedly called “Zimmy” (among other things) as a youth, but this rare morsel of autobiographical reference in one of his songs—particularly to his original surname, which he had been accused of changing in order to hide his Jewishness—coming at the beginning of his so-called born-again Christian phase, was quite telling and suggestive, if not downright subversive.


So what? So what if his name and his parents’ names found their way into his songs, and, coincidentally, into a handful of his most successful songs at that? Writers, poets, and songwriters—artists of all sorts—are always drawing upon the things they know best in their work; they are veritably encouraged to “write about what you know.” Why should Dylan’s colorful family history be any exception? Why shouldn’t Dylan do the same?


Rare are the number of times that Dylan writes something that can be traced back to an autobiographical impulse and then used in the service of his poetry. And that Dylan does so, for the most part, in songs that engage in or rely upon religious themes, suggests that, consciously or not, Dylan sees himself (and his family) very much in a Jewish context, playing out Jewish themes and tropes, placing his own relationship to his Judaism front and center. This is in marked contrast with the received wisdom that Robert Allen Zimmerman attempted to turn his back on his middle-class upbringing, his family, and his Judaism when he changed his name to Bob Dylan and started making up stories about being an orphan and a frequent runaway from a foster home in South Dakota, in the service of portraying himself as a successor to Woody Guthrie (whose own legend and autobiography was in large part constructed out of whole cloth), rather than as the son of a conventional, ordinary appliance salesman and his department-store saleswoman wife.


It’s easy to see without looking too far into or beyond his own lyrics that Dylan had no intention of such deception. In one of the very first original songs he wrote and recorded, “Song to Woody,” which appeared on his eponymous debut album, recorded in the fall of 1961 and released in March 1962, and which otherwise was filled with renditions of old folk and blues tunes, Dylan explicitly denied any such intention. After several verses expressing hero worship, thanks, and gratitude to Woody Guthrie and his peers, Dylan ended the song by saying:


I’m a-leaving tomorrow, but I could leave today,
Somewhere down the road someday.
The very last thing that I’d want to do
Is to say I’ve been hittin’ some hard travelin’ too


thereby making it clear from the outset of his career that he doesn’t put himself in the same class, or the same situation, as hard-travelin’ folk music forebears like Woody Guthrie.


But lest we get too far ahead of ourselves…


Robert Allen Zimmerman was born in Duluth, Minnesota, to Abram Zimmerman and Beatrice “Beatty” Zimmerman (née Stone), on May 24, 1941. The first of the couple’s two children, Bobby was raised for a few years in Duluth, where his father worked for Standard Oil, before contracting polio in 1946. After his recovery, Abe Zimmerman moved his family about seventy-five miles northwest to his wife’s hometown of Hibbing, a mining town about one hundred miles from the Canadian border, where he also had family, including his brothers Maurice and Paul, who invited him to join them in running their recently purchased appliance store, Micka Electric, later renamed Zimmerman Furniture and Electric.


Despite the German-sounding name, the Zimmerman clan, including Abe’s parents, Zigman and Anna, originally hailed from Odessa, Ukraine, from which they, like many others, fled anti-Jewish pogroms in 1905. Zigman settled in Duluth, where he worked as a peddler, and sent for his wife and children, who would eventually number six, including Abram, who was born in Duluth in 1911.


Beatty Stone’s ancestors, including the Edelsteins on her mother’s side, came from Lithuania, considered the “Jerusalem” of nineteenth-century Eastern Europe for its high concentration of rabbinical scholars and yeshivas, schools in which Jewish law was studied and parsed on a never-ending basis. Beatty’s grandfather, Benjamin “B. H.” Edelstein, was a religious man who worked as a blacksmith. B.H., along with his wife, Lybba, and his brother Julius, arrived in Hibbing around the same time the Zimmermans settled in Duluth. In the early 1920s, B. H. Edelstein and his brother began opening movie theaters in town—including one named after Lybba—and these would remain in the family for decades, eventually being run by Beatty’s uncles. This family connection to show business would give a teenage Bobby Zimmerman free access to repeated viewings of his favorite movies of the 1950s, including Gregory Peck westerns and the proto-punk rebellion flicks of James Dean and Marlon Brando that had a strong influence on Zimmerman’s burgeoning adolescent identity. His early education in film would also stand him in good stead when his career as a music celebrity broadened to include a parallel career in the movies (as was the practice of the time, as per Frank Sinatra, Elvis Presley, and the Beatles) as an actor, screenwriter, director, and songwriter for film—and as a poacher of classic film dialogue for his song lyrics.


The success of the Edelsteins’ small chain of four cinemas allowed B.H.—who lived to the ripe old age of ninety-one (his death in 1961 coincided with the year his great-grandson Robert finally fled the Midwest to seek fame and fortune in New York City)—to devote much of his time to daily prayer and Torah study. The sight of his bearded, yarmulke-wearing, immigrant great-grandfather wrapping tefillin—the leather straps and boxes that Orthodox men use in the morning prayer service—and davening (praying Old World–style in a rigorous manner using a singsong chant with stylized bowing and arm gestures), as well as seeing him poring over old volumes of the Talmud for hours at a time in the afternoons, must have made quite an impression on young Bobby Zimmerman, giving this all-American boy from the Midwest a good taste of what daily life had looked like for his family just a few generations earlier back in Eastern Europe. Interacting with B.H. was like entering another dimension in space and time, transporting his interlocutors back to late-nineteenth-century Lithuania, the intellectual and religious heartland of Judaism at the time.


Beatty Stone was an attractive, vivacious, modern young woman with an outgoing personality and a sense of possibility that couldn’t be contained in the relatively provincial confines of Hibbing, a town of eighteen thousand. As soon as she was old enough, she began escaping to Duluth with friends and aunts close in age to attend dances and parties. At one such event she was introduced to Abram Zimmerman, who was undoubtedly attracted by her good looks and extroverted personality, which contrasted with (or complemented) his introverted, serious mien. The two were married in Hibbing in 1934, when Beatty was nineteen and Abe twenty-two, and made their home back in Duluth, where Abe was working his way up the management ladder at Standard Oil’s regional office. Beatty got a part-time job at a department store, which kept her occupied in the intervening seven years before she finally became pregnant with a baby who would grow up to be one of the most famous and influential cultural figures of the twentieth century.


Tales abound of Bobby Zimmerman as an attractive toddler and preschooler, one devoted to his mother, and one with a penchant for breaking out in song. As early as age four, he began giving command performances at family gatherings, including a Mother’s Day party and at Beatty’s sister Irene’s wedding, singing popular hits of the day, such as “Accentuate the Positive.” Even then, he was working on his stage persona, playing the part of the reluctant performer, eventually giving in to the crowd’s pleas for him to perform (or to monetary bribes that he allegedly refunded at the end of the song), but not before insisting that everybody remain silent and give him their full and complete attention before he would sing.


The Zimmermans presented Bobby with the gift of a younger brother, David (a gift he reputedly had little use for until the two grew close as adults), in 1946. Their joy was short-lived, however, as Abe contracted polio around the same time. After six months of recuperation, he lost his job at Standard Oil. For the rest of his life, Abe—who had been a hearty, athletic man—would walk with a noticeable halt and with considerable pain, which Bob Dylan would emphasize in paying tribute to his father in his memoir, Chronicles. Fortunately, right around the same time, Abe’s brothers Maurice and Paul had bought their employer’s appliance store, and extended an offer to Abe to join them in the business. Zimmerman Furniture and Electric was located in Beatty’s hometown, however, so the Zimmermans packed up their two young boys and their belongings and made the trek to Hibbing (soon to be followed by Abe’s mother, Anna), where they both now enjoyed the proximity of extended families: grandparents, parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins. As Dylan once told an interviewer, “When I was young, my life was built around the family. We got together all the time. There weren’t many Jews around.”


By the time Abe and Beatty moved to Hibbing in 1947, the once-thriving mining town where the average temperature in January is below zero was already showing signs of economic hardship and hints of the postwar industrial collapse to come. The town’s heyday was the late 1910s and early 1920s, when Hibbing iron fueled the Allied effort in the First World War. Just before the war, the richest deposits of ore were discovered below the town itself. The Oliver Mining Company convinced the townspeople to allow them to move the entire town, buildings and all, a mile down the road to a village called Alice, in a slow process that took longer than four decades and was still being carried out well into the 1950s while Bobby Zimmerman was still a teenager. Among the accommodations the mining company granted the townspeople, who now had the distinction of living next to the world’s largest open-pit iron mine, were several opulent civic buildings, the Androy Hotel, and a $4 million high school—an astronomical sum for the time—said to be the most luxurious in the nation. Among the school’s unique appointments was an 1,800-seat auditorium with velvet seats and cut-glass chandeliers, loosely modeled on New York’s Capitol Theatre, which eventually gave the teenage Bobby an early taste of what it’s like to perform in a theater-sized venue. (Later in his career, when he could still fill larger, arena-sized venues, Bob Dylan would often opt for playing in vaudeville-era theaters of this same size and vintage, including Boston’s Orpheum and the State Theatre in Portland, Maine, among others. Before going on tours or into the recording studio, he’d often hole up with his band for a week at a time at the restored Bardavon Opera House in Poughkeepsie, New York, to rehearse and work through arrangements.)


While the Great Depression came as a blow, it wasn’t lethal to the local economy in Hibbing, especially once orders began coming in from weapons manufacturers to supply the Allied armed forces fighting the Second World War. While it might seem ironic that this provincial city with an economy entirely based on producing the raw material for armaments would produce Bob Dylan—widely if somewhat mistakenly seen as a leading voice of the antiwar and pacifist movements of the 1960s—perhaps it makes perfect sense that Dylan would hail from such a place. In fact, Dylan would directly and honestly address the nature of his hometown in song, most notably in “North Country Blues,” but also in liner notes and concert programs, notably in “My Life in a Stolen Moment,” included in the program for a concert at New York’s Town Hall in April 1963. And his proximity to the machinery of war undoubtedly stoked the creative flame that produced songs such as “Masters of War,” “A Hard Rain’s a-Gonna Fall,” and “It’s Alright Ma (I’m Only Bleeding).”


When Abe and Beatty first arrived in Hibbing, they stayed with her parents. Within a year, Abe bought the two-story, gray stucco house on Seventh Avenue that would become Bobby’s home until he went off to college in 1959. The house had three bedrooms, but Bobby and David shared a room much of the time so that their grandmother Florence, Beatty’s mother, could live with them after her husband, Ben Stone, passed away. Growing up with an immigrant grandmother who still spoke Yiddish, as did his father and uncles, must have imprinted upon Bobby a strong sense of his Eastern European immigrant roots, which would variously find expression in his 1967 song “I Pity the Poor Immigrant,” in the Yiddish cadences of the music on the 1976 album, Desire, and elsewhere in his work, including in a poem he wrote in college that began, “ Sholem Alechem all you mothers…”


Hibbing was composed mostly of working-class Scandinavian, Slavic, and Italian immigrants and their children. Not only did Bobby Zimmerman’s religion, ethnicity, and name set him apart in this predominantly Catholic city but his house was also one of the newest in one of the nicer neighborhoods. If not totally spoiled, Bobby seemed to get whatever he wanted, whether it was a radio, a record player, a guitar, a piano, a motorcycle (along with the requisite leather jacket and boots), and, eventually, a car. The majority of his peers had tough fathers who labored in the massive iron pit and came home from work filthy (to this day mining remains the number-one industry in Hibbing), while Bobby’s father and uncles came home relatively clean after a day’s work selling furniture and appliances—often on credit—to the parents of his schoolmates.


Bobby’s mother worked part-time at Feldman’s Department Store. Many of the downtown businesses, including Hyman Bloom’s Boston Department Store, Jacob Jolowsky’s auto wrecking, Nathan Nides’s fashion shop, David Shapiro’s market, Jack and Israel Sher’s insurance agency, and Louis Stein and James Shapiro’s pharmacies, were owned by Jews. This set up a situation in Hibbing—all too typical throughout Jewish history in America and in Europe beforehand—in which, owing to unique socioeconomic circumstances that limited Jews to mercantile occupations, banking, and other financial trades, members of the gentile working class became indebted to Jewish merchants, inevitably provoking resentment toward the merchant class and Jews, who were seemingly synonymous. Working-class towns composed mostly of immigrant Catholics tended to be hotbeds of anti-Semitism across America. Growing up middle-class and Jewish in Hibbing made Bobby Zimmerman feel different from the others, separate, an object of suspicion, and alienated from his peers. His schoolteachers generally recall Bobby as a shy, quiet, retiring kid who did everything he could to deflect attention from himself.


Nevertheless, he grew up in the comfort of a large family network of grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins. The extended Zimmerman clan, and that of his mother’s family, the Stones and Edelsteins, wasn’t entirely alone in Hibbing, where there was an active if small Jewish community of just under three hundred—enough to support a synagogue, the nominally Orthodox Agudath Achim, where Bobby and David attended Hebrew school. The synagogue was also home to a chapter of the women’s charitable Zionist group Hadassah, for which Bobby’s mother served as president, and a chapter of the Jewish service organization B’nai Brith, for which his father served as president.


With his parents so obviously at the center of what passed for “Jewish life” in Hibbing, it’s no surprise that Bobby’s bar mitzvah party, held at the Androy Hotel on May 22, 1954, attracted four hundred guests—reportedly a record for the time in Hibbing. Many of the attendees were friends and relatives who came from Duluth and the Twin Cities, since there weren’t even four hundred Jews in Hibbing alone. Stories vary as to who trained Bob to chant Torah, the centerpiece of the ritual marking a Jewish boy’s coming of age. Legend has it that the Zimmermans imported an Orthodox rabbi from Brooklyn, New York, just for the occasion, but this probably stems from an idle bit of disinformation Bob Dylan once tossed off to an interviewer. More likely, Bobby was trained in religious school by a part-time rabbi who attended to the local congregation’s needs from his base in Duluth, or Beatty Zimmerman drove her son to Duluth regularly to train with a rabbi, or some combination of the two. Bobby obediently studied and carried out this ritual, publicly marking a Jewish boy’s coming of age, assuming the legal religious obligations and privileges of a Jewish man, as has been the tradition for centuries.


As Zimmerman Furniture and Electric’s bookkeeper, it was Abe’s role to police the store’s debt, and his son Bobby was occasionally drafted to go out with the store’s workmen on repossession calls when it was clear that a family was unable to repay its debt. Bobby hated this chore, and it fostered in him sympathy for those who couldn’t pay their bills on time, as well as resentment toward a system—in this case, embodied in the person of his father—that seemingly preyed upon the working poor. Perhaps most acutely and painfully, it fostered embarrassment for Bobby to be seen (or to see himself) as a face of the very system against which he recoiled. This only fed into his split sense of self, as a Gemini (the twins) on the one hand and as a middle-class Jewish rebel on the other, and undoubtedly fed into his lifelong assumption of masks and aliases (the most famous, of course, being “Bob Dylan”). Bobby could have easily left high school and gone straight to work in the family business, or completed college (which he never did) and returned to Hibbing to run the business and build it into something larger. Instead, he chose another path.


His early alienation from his peers, as well as his innate, creative bent, prompted Bobby to become a somewhat dreamy boy whose self-contained world left him plenty of time to exercise his creative impulses in the form of writing poems, drawing, and playing piano and, later, guitar. About as sporty as Bobby would become would be as a member of a teenage bowling team called the Gutter Boys. Eventually, his teenage friendships revolved around shared interests in music and the movies. By the time he was fifteen, Bobby had gathered around him a coterie of musician friends who would become the Shadow Blasters and later the Golden Chords, specializing in playing renditions of songs by Little Richard, Bobby’s idol, with Bobby on lead vocals and piano. These and subsequent garage bands, including the Satin Tones and Elston Gunn and the Rock Boppers (guess who was Elston Gunn?), would wind up playing for local dances and school talent shows.


One high school performance especially stands out in the memories of teachers, parents, and students who attended. The auditorium curtain opened, and Zimmerman and company began blasting their way through a Little Richard tune (not that anyone could tell), with Bobby shrieking like a banshee, pounding the piano keys with his fists, and kicking the foot pedal so hard it broke. The amplifiers onstage were turned up all the way, and they in turn ran via microphones through the auditorium’s loudspeaker system. After one number, greeted by much booing, gnashing of teeth, and complaints about the volume (to say nothing of shock at Bobby’s frenzied, crazed performance), a school authority cut the power to the PA system, but the band soldiered on. Accounts of the gig read remarkably like a dress rehearsal for Bob Dylan’s infamous, controversial “going electric” performance a decade hence at the Newport Folk Festival in 1965, replete with booing, attempts at cutting the power, and urgent calls to foreshorten his performance. One can only imagine Dylan’s feeling of déjà vu at Newport, bringing him back ten years earlier to the near-riot he caused at Hibbing High when he first “went electric.”


While the Mister Joneses in the audience—the teachers, school administrators and staffers, and other adults—were puzzled and scandalized by Bobby Zimmerman’s loud stage antics, those were appreciated by a good percentage of his fellow students, at least the ones who were hip to the burgeoning rock’n’ roll revolution as captured in the 1955 film Blackboard Jungle, which spawned the first rock’n’ roll hit song, sending “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley and the Comets to number 1 for eight weeks. As a result, Bobby began enjoying his first taste of minor celebrity. Around this time, young Zimmerman also began modeling himself after James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause and East of Eden and Marlon Brando in The Wild One, and he persuaded his parents to get him a motorcycle. In another foreshadowing of events that would change the course of his life—and music history—a decade later, Bobby proved to be a terrible biker, once hitting a child who ran out from between two parked cars (fortunately the child was only mildly injured) and another time wiping out on the edge of railroad tracks just as a train sped by.


Accompanying his growing interest in music and movies was his budding interest in the opposite sex. Perhaps his self-transformation from middle-class Jewish boy to rebel rock’n’ roll biker and musician fooled Echo Helstrom; perhaps she was clueless about who he really was; or perhaps, to her credit, she simply didn’t care. Echo and her family, of Finnish descent, lived in a wooden shack southwest of town. Her father was a mechanic and welder who didn’t approve of some guy named Zimmerman coming around bird-dogging his daughter (although Echo’s mother supposedly was fond of him). Like Bobby, Echo had dreams of celebrity, fashioning herself a star of the silver screen. From all reports she had the looks; she was often compared to Brigitte Bardot. The two probably made a striking couple, right out of one of those rebel movies they shared together on dates at the Victory, Garden, or Lybba theaters, and the two went out with each other for most of their junior year in high school, until Echo grew tired of Bobby’s many long weekends spent in the Twin Cities, where presumably he saw other girlfriends.


All the while that Bobby Zimmerman was dealing with teenage life in Hibbing—by all accounts, doing pretty well even with the social roadblocks lodged against him—he lived something of a double or parallel life out of town. Summers from 1954 to 1958, he attended Herzl Camp, in Webster, Wisconsin. The camp, which shared both a religious and Zionist orientation, drew Jewish teens from all over the greater region. By all accounts, Bobby thrived in this environment, and as anyone who has ever had the experience of going to sleepaway camp can attest, it can be a liberating experience that frees an individual of his homebound identity and lets him experiment with new personas precisely at the age where such personal self-exploration is so important. Bobby made many friends there, including several girlfriends—most notably Judy Rubin, whom he would continue to see on and off for several years in the Twin Cities area—and several young men, including Howard Rutman, Larry Kegan, and Louis Kemp. These connections, which built upon those he already had with the Duluth Jewish community through his extended family, served Bobby well over the next few years. Rutman and Kegan lived in St. Paul, and Bobby would visit them frequently while still in high school (traveling by Greyhound bus—a national business founded in Hibbing to transport residents from the new Hibbing to the iron mines in the original Hibbing—until he was old enough to drive).


With Kegan and Rutman, Bobby formed what was perhaps his very first musical group. Calling themselves the Jokers, they performed mostly a cappella versions of the teen hits of the day. They would get together in St. Paul and perform for high school dances and TV talent shows. They even cut a do-it-yourself 78 rpm record on which Bobby sang and played piano—Dylan’s first known recording, albeit as Bobby Zimmerman. He remained close with Kemp, Kegan, and Rutman throughout his life. In 1978, he reportedly showed up without an appointment at Rutman’s dentistry office in Los Angeles to get his teeth checked (allegedly dragged there by his mother, who would wind up marrying Rutman’s father’s first cousin after Abe Zimmerman died). Kegan, who spent his adult life in a wheelchair after an accident left him a paraplegic, accompanied Dylan on tours in the mid-1970s, got a big shout-out in the liner notes to the 1978 album, Street Legal, and even joined Dylan onstage to sing at a few concerts in the 1980s and 1990s. Near the end of his life in the late 1990s, Kegan had taken upon himself the rigors of Orthodox Judaism, allying himself with the Chabad Lubavitch sect of Hasidism—a group with which Dylan would also have significant contact throughout the 1980s and 1990s and into the next century. Lou Kemp managed several of Bob Dylan’s tours in the 1970s, supplied the smoked salmon from his Atlantic fishery for the Band’s Thanksgiving Day 1976 farewell concert, the Last Waltz, and eventually became almost as much of a household name as Dylan himself, gaining renown for his eponymous, nationally marketed frozen imitation seafood. In his later years, Kemp, too, became an Orthodox Jew.


Upon arriving at the University of Minnesota in the Twin Cities of Minneapolis and St. Paul, Bobby Zimmerman moved into the Jewish fraternity house of Sigma Alpha Mu, which made him a “Sammy.” Even though some in the frat house weren’t immediately taken with the scruffy, somewhat aloof kid from Hibbing, his way was paved through a network of cousins who were alumni or upperclassmen. Nevertheless, Bobby didn’t spend much time engaging in frat-boy antics with his fellow Sammys, nor did he spend much time engaged in his college studies, aside from a few English classes. What did occupy Bobby’s time and attention, however, was the budding folk scene in Dinkytown—the Twin Cities’ version of Manhattan’s Greenwich Village—a neighborhood just on the edge of campus where bohemian life flourished in coffeehouses at the height of the Beat era, when the great folk revival was near its apex. As soon as he could, Dylan fled the relative comforts of frat-house life and traded them in for boho life, sleeping on people’s couches or in rented rooms above pizza parlors or cafés in Dinkytown, in what turned out to be good practice for the life that awaited him just a short year hence.


While Dylan was a quick read, a quick learner, picking up all kinds of tips about folk music, how to play it, who was hip and who wasn’t, learning songs from other musicians (and, apparently, with a penchant for helping himself to records belonging to others with no intention of returning them), he didn’t arrive in Dinkytown knowing only about Little Richard. In his teen years he spent many a late night tuned into distant AM radio stations, listening to blues, R&B, Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, the Grand Ole Opry, Ernest Tubb, the Stanley Brothers, Bill Monroe, Lead Belly, Woody Guthrie, more well-scrubbed folk performers such as Pete Seeger and the Kingston Trio, and Hank Williams, perhaps his favorite at the time and, over the long haul of his career, a musical influence rivaling that of Guthrie.


Dinkytown wasn’t a bad place in which to land to perform one’s apprenticeship in the folk world, as it was home to several of the more savvy, rootsy folk and blues experts, including “Spider” John Koerner, Tony Glover, and Paul Nelson, editor of a folk music newsletter called the Little Sandy Review. Dylan spent countless hours with these figures, trading songs, learning licks, and debating what was authentic, what was traditional, and what was merely commercial. The lines blurred between folk and poetry, too, as poets recited their works in the same cafés in which folksingers performed, all of them passing around hats for change enough for a cup of coffee or a glass of wine. One of these literary types was Dave Whitaker—a personal acquaintance of Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg—who took on the role of mentor to Dylan and loaned him his copy of Woody Guthrie’s autobiography, Bound for Glory, in what was to prove a fateful gesture.


It was in Dinkytown that Bobby Zimmerman began establishing a public persona as Bob Dylan, figuratively and literally. As Dylan recounts in Chronicles, he walked into a coffeehouse called the Ten O’Clock Scholar and asked if he could play. The owner asked him his name. Zimmerman blurted out, “Bob Dylan.” And that was that. Bob Dylan became a regular scenester and performer at the Scholar and at other coffeehouses in and around Dinkytown, where the unique voice and approach of this folk and blues singer would begin to emerge and be sharpened and honed, so that by the time he arrived in Greenwich Village just a year or two later, the myth he constructed of himself as a Woody Guthrie–style wandering troubadour seemed fully believable.


Zimmerman began integrating “Bob Dylan” into his regular life, too. In 2005, a sixteen-page sheaf of poems titled “Poems Without Titles” that Bob wrote during his university stint, bearing the signatures “Dylan” and “Dylanism,” was sold at auction for $78,000 by Christie’s. (It’s not clear if these were college assignments or work Zimmerman did on his own.) A spokesperson for Christie’s said the poems manifested the incipient Dylan’s “witty and sometimes coarse sense of humor,” his desire to stop smoking, and his relationships with various women. The poems ranged from adolescent angst (“I search the depths of my soul for an answer. But there is no answer. Because there is no question. And there is no time”) to simple autobiography (“Once there was Judy / And she said / Hi to me / When no one else / Could take the / time…,” presumably a reference to Judy Rubin). According to Christie’s, the poems also reference Dylan’s Jewish heritage with Yiddish phrases, such as the aforementioned “Sholem Alechem.”
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