

[image: Cover: You Lose Yourself You Reappear, by Paul Morley]

The Sunday Times Bestseller

Paul Morley

You Lose Yourself You Reappear

Bob Dylan and the Voices of a Lifetime








Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Join our mailing list to get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: You Lose Yourself You Reappear, by Paul Morley, UK Adult]






e.s.p.






Who has set me here? By whose order and design have this place and time been destined for me?

—Blaise Pascal (1623–1662)








ONE A STRANGER CALLS


Because of how things change, this book does not begin as I once intended it to; this was not going to be the opening line. I wasn’t completely sure what the opening line was going to be in the first weeks of 2020 as I planned the initial few pages, but it would have been the start of a different kind of book. 2020 was at the time a vastly different kind of year from the testing, fretful one it became.

There were a few possible first lines I could use to set up my introduction to a certain book making some statements and speculations about where Bob Dylan was, in his mind, in my mind, and in the mind of a world that had a lot of preoccupations – but that was before time and history, and just your basic domestic life, seemed to split apart and all those possible first lines were now not going to work. Not necessarily because the world had stopped, but actually because Bob Dylan hadn’t. It was a good job I hadn’t planned the ending of the book but decided to let that take care of itself, once the Dylan in this biography had turned up, made his presence felt and in his own way taken over.

Before the world fell apart following a ruthless revision by nature, fate or whatever you want to call the powers of the universe, back when twentieth-century momentum seemed to be continuing into the twenty-first without any outrageous signs of absolute disruption – just the usual warnings, complaints and apprehensions, the unthinkable shapes and forms of climate change and global warming, the accelerating problems with social media, systemic racism and Mark Zuckerberg, a riotous, poisonous, surely doomed, unreality television president and various new kinds of accelerating generation and gender gaps – this was going to be a Bob Dylan book written when it seemed he might well have produced his final album of original songs.

His album discography seemed to have stopped in 2012 with Tempest, his longest ever studio album, released a tidy fifty years after his debut album, plainly called Bob Dylan because he then needed to be clearly, unambiguously introduced; he hadn’t yet paid his dues and earned his spurs as artist, star or even much more than a minor local cult. That first record didn’t sink like a stone or disappear without trace, but the world was unprepared for it. Bob Dylan needed a little getting used to. His odds at the time to win the Nobel Prize in Literature within sixty years would have been astronomical, if some Las Vegas betting shop had cared to take the bet. Revered, all-conquering Americans like O’Neill, Faulkner, Hemingway, Steinbeck and Bellow, the Big Dogs, became Nobel Laureates, not someone who mostly sang his words, apparently cheapening their effect through performance.

Pop albums at the time weren’t yet works with their own innate, abstract significance deserving to be titled like novels or films. Solo singers didn’t have the power or even the motivation to title their own albums as though they were something other than commercial song collections. Dylan was soon working on both things, which over time would start to reduce those Nobel odds.

Fifty-eight years after Bob Dylan and Bob Dylan with little fanfare began a series of records unequalled in recording history for their artistry, adventure and ravishing ambition, Dylanologists – one of the main consequences of those records – logging in at the beginning of 2020 for an annual preview of events reluctantly accepted that as a new decade dawned they were unlikely to be hearing any new music from their man. It seemed this part of his discography was a settled fact, and there would be no follow-up to Tempest. His pilgrimage towards some form of nirvana was over. Songs didn’t come to him like they once did. He wasn’t able to boast, to tap into volatility, and reveal his soul, in quite the same way. He wasn’t even so sure what had caused those songs in the first place. There was nothing he could do about it; it was bound to happen sooner or later. His thoughts were drifting elsewhere. In time, even stars burn out.

Tempest was, or so it seemed to me, a harrowing, heart-breaking last-gasp batch of buoyant pessimism, sublime divination, opaque self-reflexivity, transcendent nostalgia, stray thoughts, frayed nerves, unscheduled appointments, disaster stories, shipwrecked dreams, unpunctual adventures, tantalising elusiveness, exaggerated thought, from a place where nothing is what it seems and a chill wind is always blowing through, a place where the history of pop music goes from William Blake to John Lennon, and from Bob Dylan to Bob Dylan. On the side it gave us a few lessons in humour, even as he was still using his talents to destroy or correct the structures of world history as we know them.

As always he was everywhere present in his work, starring in his own stories, but nowhere apparent, rummaging through his memories, acting his age but a number of others as well. There was still no sign that he was ridding himself of the need to continually decipher his own life, no sense he had given up on singing the meaning of things. You seem to know what’s going to happen in each and every song even before you hear it, and this sense of ‘what’s going to happen’ foreshadows impending doom, which has been there since he started recording albums.

Dylan, drawn to the unknown, up to no good in a good way, put forward his latest concerns which were more or less always his concerns: the world has gone wrong, time to change names and hide out somewhere, love’s there for the losing, our hearts break, accidents happen, what’s done is done, it was fun while it lasted, it’s the best I could do, the best I could be, careful what you wish for, grit your teeth, the night’s playing tricks, time to make amends, all things have run their course, ancient footprints are everywhere, let’s sit tight, let’s just move on. Whatever happens, make sure you come back alive. You never know, his heart might have been at peace. Songs emerged out of dreams nursed in darkness, there was a pervading sense of danger, a certain sort of strength was being concentrated and preserved. Stories emerged quickly and often disappeared into themselves, becoming other stories, which got replaced by others, often in the space of one song. He freely mixes the serious and the comic, the sacred and profane, the eminent and the ordinary.

The singer with more past, more biography, debate, discussion and analysis devoted to him than any other musician or artist of recent times was still coming forward like the man without a past, unwilling to settle down, wandering into town as though for the first time, on Tempest. Sometimes casually because the sun is shining or seeming wary because the weather is grim and unruly, the dogs are barking and something dark is approaching; sometimes like he’s lost, or like he’s in exactly the right place; sometimes bringing strange, wonderful news, sometimes passing the time of day. Now and then like he’s being watched, shadowed, judged, pestered, or like he’s entered a ghost town and he can do what he wants, he can build himself a home and stare at the sky as if he’s looking into his soul. All of this was contained in his voice as much as anything else, which might remind you of the voice he had when he was seen to be a spiky, gawky protest singer, or a sunken-cheeked seminal po-faced rebel star in all black, or a fire-breathing disciple of Jesus Christ, or a soulful, transcendent balladeer, or a cranky, argumentative drifter, but that’s because there were a lot of voices he was keeping track of in his head, and this latest one, a little drained of energy but as meticulous as ever, had found new ways to sing about how you have to move into darkness to find real beauty.

Tempest contained nothing he hadn’t noted and promoted before, but was nothing like anything he’d ever done before – familiar, for Dylan, but showing us the world in a way that was fresh, appreciative and alive, this endlessly ricocheting fusion of intellectual culture, mass culture and folk culture, this awareness of the melodic messages of medieval minstrels and the sacred rhythms of Christianity and Judaism, this balancing on a blues-based, country-slanted, jazzed-up knife edge between chaos and order, using the endlessly rearranged loose-limbed free-style rock and roll music to grasp the ungraspable and experience the impossible, taking in and then recirculating tradition, inhaling and exhaling, connecting ancient tunes to a live wire. And, of course, he was in his own self-certified way a poet, one of those beings who’ve got nothing to lose, living a kind of detachment that leads to all sorts of truth.

He was then over seventy, and with all that was now behind him, all that artistic and religious history he was always finding and processing, he was still thinking forward, still tapping into the energetic, enigmatic nature of reality. Drawing upon a wild assortment of sources, he went back and beyond to the Bible, to serving and preserving Cicero, Ovid, Virgil and Homer, the worlds of ancient Greece and Rome, to Norse legend, back and beyond to the broadsheet ballads, carols and epic laments of the sixteenth century and the troubadours of southern France, to the healing properties of ancient Siberian shamans – ‘one who knows’ – to the birth of cinema and the first record by Bessie Smith, ‘The Downhearted Blues’, who made up her own melodies to fit the poetry of her song. All his best ideas had been stolen by the ancients. Sometimes he seemed to be emptying paradise into a song, sometimes just random stuff he found in his pocket that he’d picked up along the way.

It could easily have been the end of what he felt he needed to say, even as it seemed to stop half-way through, with no particular conclusion, definitely no resolution. There was no fatal drop of energy, and the death stuck in the records grooves had let’s face it been tossed into his songs for fifty years – almost as soon as he changed his name to Bob Dylan, deeply attuned to moods and impressions, to verbal acts, to the handling of secrets, to the turnover of history, he was considering the idea of death as the destroyer of worlds, where no-one ever died of natural causes.

In one junkyard scrap of a song written when he was coming up to twenty, he was already acting like he’d come to the end of his life, like he’d done enough, he was doomed – already in one of his songs he’s using a pack of cards, a straight symbol of the unpredictable adventure of life, and his grave is being dug with a silver spade, and twenty years have gone, and he’ll never reach twenty-one. Perhaps he was so afraid of dying because he hadn’t yet lived, and he’d been thinking he’d got a lot of things to do, already aware of a tremendous world he had inside him, one he needed to get out. A fear of dying was a fear of having already failed, a dread of being no good.

But since 2012, as the years passed by, and he became the furtive showman elegantly ravaged by time, the seventy-something surrealist crooner, possibly part of the plan since he was a teenager, it did seem Tempest was becoming the final Dylan album of songs he had written. It wasn’t that he had given up caring or stopping going against the grain, he hadn’t lost the strength to carry on; he was still putting up a fight, but the terms of the fight, the rules and regulations, were being revised. And there were many different ways to continue being epic to follow how he moved through decades of drama, deflection and reflection from ‘Man of Constant Sorrow’ to ‘High Water (for Charley Patton)’, from ‘All Along The Watchtower’ to ‘Not Dark Yet’, from one end of life to another in an order and with a range, depth and detail no other composer-performer has come anywhere near matching.

And of course he was a singer that kept on singing, wherever his voice took him, whatever happened to it, however much he disappeared little by little into his own abbreviated time; a voice that, however old he was, however young, however not one thing or the other, clearly never stopped laughing, loving and most of all living. A voice that started hoarding wisdom when he was a teenager, a kid, and which, whatever he was doing with it, sounded like wisdom, whether he used it to shout, plead, complain, adore, celebrate, seduce, dismiss, apologise, resent, command, retreat. A voice that eventually would become as comfortably, uncomfortably eccentric as everyone more or less always expected it to be; a voice battling the ravages of time and getting sharpened by ageing. A voice that had always seemed to say, at whatever stage of attack or defence, at whatever point of contact with fame or a peaceful life, at whatever stage of his contemplation of human fortune and misfortune: it’s time. Time tells him what he is. He changes and he is the same.



Tempest was a follow-up to Together Through Life three years before, which itself was a follow-up to Modern Times three years before that. Both were contenders for a while to be Dylan’s final studio album of original songs, and in their own ways not doing much to deny it, with the rattled, woozy, grim and bitching furies of Together Through Life – when you’re up to your neck in shit, there’s nothing left to do but sing – and the hunted, delirious eloquence of Modern Times, where he sounds a little used up, but living deeply, still on call, deadpan and funny, and then frightening and not funny, still heading out into a future of unknowable change as he watches over his past.

The idea that Dylan might be finished in some form or another seemed to have been going on for a quarter of a century; in a way it might all have started back in the 1960s, as soon as there was a gap between albums of longer than a few months. As much as he did, as much as he got done, he still seemed to spend a lot of time in exile, starting over in some new place, a little frozen in time. Once he released Time Out of Mind in 1997, the beginning of a so-called ‘modern era’, seen as a return to form as a maker of records after fifteen years of hedging and sidestepping, from then on – he was fifty-six, he’d had serious heart trouble, a real life-threatening tipping point – it seems everything pointed towards death, whether it does or not, as if the grave was just around the bend and hovering inside every song, which it is and isn’t, just like it always has been. In an interview about the record, he was a little put out that one view was that the record deals with mortality – and his mortality at that – and if he accepted that it might, one way or another amongst other ways, deal with mortality, how come not one critic said that it dealt with their mortality?

Dylan has the best weapon when it comes to getting to terms with ageing: words. He doesn’t stop being a guide to life, and in the end it turns out he has time to grow old, and what seemed at the time like a possible last statement was just another stop on the road, for some catch-up, and some reviving of the soul.

Shortly before Modern Times came out, as a music critic, I was unceremoniously shown into a bare, soulless office room by his then label Sony to hear the album. I wasn’t allowed to review the record until it was actually released a few weeks later. I was, though, permitted to write that I had heard it, but I could say no more. It was a little visit into the fenced-off world of Dylan, as though he was being guarded by publicists and his record company like some rare iridescent sea creature, and the great artistic rule breaker was surrounded by rules and regulations and terms and conditions. I did write about the experience of being locked alone in a room with the record, almost chained to a chair, as though I hadn’t actually heard it, just looked at it, and it gives a sense of where Dylan was in the world in 2006. As I sat listening in this empty office room feeling a little awkward, I must admit I did wonder once or twice, as one of Dylan’s earthy, rasping late voices filled the room, making it seem like it was part of a haunted house, if at any moment Bob Dylan himself might walk into the room. Well, suddenly materialise, and help me out with his own press release for the record, which consisted of a few anagrams of the title; Dire Moments, Mind Meteors, Timed Sermon, Demon Mister, Trod Immense and Monetised Mr.

He didn’t turn up, though, except through song, which was spooky enough, and real enough, and this was my report:


I signed a contract, something to do with giving away all my hard-earned privileges and forfeiting my ears if I breathed a word to anyone about what I heard, and this gave me the permission required at this point in history to listen in a darkened room to the new Bob Dylan album, to be released in a few weeks.

According to the contract I signed I’m allowed to tell you that Dylan is a legendary rocker, the album’s called Modern Times, it has ten tracks, it’s his first new release for five years and it unofficially completes the third part of a trilogy begun with Time Out of Mind and “Love and Theft”, for those old enough to have such a view considered his best albums since Blood on the Tracks and Desire.

His last album was released on September 11 2001, so I figured it’s no wonder they want me to sign a contract before I heard his new one. If Dylan doesn’t make as much instant history as he once did, if he seems in some kind of moody exile from everything else that’s happening in rock, he remains the one true master at turning up out of the blue/the shadows/his dreams when the time is right, or wrong, and there’s a sudden change in the weather only he saw coming.

According to the terms of the contract I signed, I’m not allowed to tell you anything that might give the game away, but I guess I can speculate a little without ruining any secrets. Everything about the album including the title and the cover is thieved from some source or another, even if that source is himself. I imagine the songs are all about love and death, or the mystery of time, or the fear of losing reputation, or the secret to controlling the wind and the rain, or the final empty monotony of the human experience. And how beyond a certain point there is no return.

The songs are probably played on instruments you’ve heard more than a million times before. He’ll be apparently shuffling the same old pack of cards, telling the same crooked story again and again, swinging between cold blooded and warm hearted, singing ‘baby’ a lot, twanging and twitching in the regular irregular tangled country blues woods. The calmly accrued details, the dialogue trails, the passionate suspicion, the fearful warnings, the sly attempts to win some affection, to shed his confusions, to stake his claims, the splendid cleverness, the thin line between happiness and melancholy, the collisions between seemingly unconnected lines that produce instant meaning, the abrupt way he likes to wander off the edge of a song – at first there will seem nothing new about anything to do with Modern Times, and Dylan of course damn well knows it, which is why he gave it the title, unless he was just celebrating seventy years of Charlie Chaplin’s film, Chaplin always creating his own ideal image of the world, with the opening title reading ‘A story of industry, of individual enterprise, humanity crusading in the pursuit of happiness’. Chaplin’s Modern Times was a silent movie – his last – made deliberately for the sound era, and Dylan’s Modern Times is an album of non-electronic music made at a time when most popular music is electronically created.

Apart from the already leaked mention of Alicia Keys – which may or may not become a clue to finding the key to unlocking the bitter-sweet truth about his lies – there’ll be little he mentions that couldn’t have happened a hundred years ago. Then it will hit you from high above that he’s declaring as he always has done that time is not a line; it’s a circle, a snake biting its own tail, a figure of eight, or a Gordian knot. He feels things in his bones, the future depends on what you do today, and it comes soon enough. He’s always been predicting his future by creating it, and spending a lifetime figuring out how to do it.

Dylan, knowing what he’s up to if not where he is, advances menacingly, from the top of a mountain of memory, and quickly withdraws, round the back of his scrolling imagination, singing like he’s about to die, or about to be born. All this cliché and familiarity will no doubt rearrange itself into something diabolically unique. The whole damned thing will be disguised as yesterday but really be about today if not tomorrow. Christ, it’s almost like I’ve already heard it.

Already people are talking of the final track where he sounds as old as he has ever done as the greatest final track of all of his albums, which would place it above ‘Desolation Row’ and ‘It Ain’t Me Babe’ and think about how they redirected the rock song. At this stage he’s got more on his mind than just redirecting the course of music, as fun as that was while it lasted. After all, without giving too much away, enough to break the terms of my contract, on this last track, like a post-apocalyptic mythological western written by Samuel Beckett, set in some kind of garden where you can walk forever, because your horse is dead and you’re stranded, there’s no-one home, the gardener’s gone home, the spectral protagonist’s carrying a dead man’s shield, he’s drifting towards a higher state of consciousness, the fire’s gone out but the light’s never dying and the night turns to day. This might be the afterlife, it might just be another idea Dylan’s had about how to write a song about the afterlife, about refusing to be where he clearly seems to be.

Just in case this really is his last complete album of songs, the farewell work, his last silent film, he’s no doubt made sure he leaves us with a roguish, indecipherable drama, as if he’s been a ghost all along, a floating fragmenting fiction looking for some place to rest for a while more than a prophet, rock star, off-duty legend or mind-bending troubadour. I’m sure that at the end of the song, he’ll be walking out of sight, fading into the nearest shadow, taking everything he’s ever done with him, rubbing away his tracks, cleaning up his fingerprints, and the last line will be about ‘the world’s end’.

It’s the end of the world every day, for someone.



Six years later, because it wasn’t the end after all, there was more remembering and anticipation to come, and in the years following Tempest, a final farewell framed as a fresh start this late in the day, there was a series of scrupulous late-life reckonings consisting of unsentimental reflections on and homages to a certain set of influences and inspirations, versions and interpretations of Tin Pan Alley American standards, jazz classics and the voice and the less obvious repertoire of Frank Sinatra.

These songs were in themselves so gallantly inimitable they had the qualities of being original works. But he wasn’t singing his own words, as much as he made them his, and any story of Bob Dylan is going to be about his words and what they did to the very idea of what a song is and could be. But then any story about Bob Dylan is also going to be about how he keeps turning himself into something else, slipping through the cracks, and using one voice after another sometimes by not singing songs, just by taking hold of history and shaping his place in it, appearing on the stage and in the history of the times, leaving some marks because what else is there to do?

Sometimes a voice or two somehow appeared when he seemed to disappear for a while, which he was prone to do – he could drop out like the sun does at sunset, thinking that people might miss him, perhaps after beginning to take him for granted. When he reappeared, one way or another, he would be much loved or at least less ignored.

These records of songs he hadn’t written seemed inspired by the time he turned to sociably presenting his own radio show between 2006 and 2009, a wired free-thinking combination of grave disc jockey and good-time guru, rounding up some musical memories, selected from the collective memory stored in a central recorded archive, always best listened to as time creeps towards the darkest hour that’s just before the dawn. The Theme Time Radio Hour for XM Satellite Radio turned the hosting of a show playing records into a relaxed, rapturous art form; he talked about music as if it is down to earth, and out of this world, mostly what you think it is and absolute magic. A cosmically jive-talking Dylan reminded us in this too-easy non-stop randomised streaming era about the important historical, emotional, chronological and social context of popular music. He was unexpectedly warm, but the whole series was a kind of warning. If these songs disappear, their stories and styles forgotten, everyone and everything will disappear. He believed that people would never tire of hearing stories, and stories will be told, and they will be sung, and when you get the pleasure of being sung a story, you get the additional pleasure of the dignity of a voice.

All the spellbinding informative intros he never did live were there in his radio shows as more music led to more music made more special by being introduced and linked by Dylan, welcoming experience from every quarter, and offering his own in return. And the voices on the records he chose and showcased demonstrated how much Dylan is a student, and ultimately a master, of the singing voice, and all that it can achieve, often inside three or four minutes, but eleven or seventeen if necessary, singing for the hell of it, sometimes a voice crying in the wilderness, sometimes a voice of the heart, sometimes a quiet voice of reason chanting words like prayers, slowly making itself heard. Dylan definitely knew his voices, and even if you’d never been sure about his singing, hearing him talk could convince you that he knows how to use his voice, to persuade, to please, to proclaim. To pass the time of day, to pin down chaos. As you listened to him, hanging out in the air, speaking from no known place, cueing another song that makes him feel alive, you could imagine that he was nothing but a voice.

Following trails, curating styles, grouping musical moments into off-beat, funny themes, giving critical shape to whole hordes of musical waifs and strays, treating tracks like holy relics and/or fun for all the family, dislodging music that seemed to have settled once and for all into history, he’d started to think of some songs he should be singing, the kind of songs he seemed to be rebelling against in the early 1960s, but wasn’t really. As was often the case, what others read into what he was doing was not necessarily what he was actually doing, as far as he was concerned. He was simply extending the line, accelerating a few musical timelines, coming up with some new forms and genres like it was written in the stars, but not necessarily out of any spite for what the older pre-rock music was, how musty and mild it seemed compared to the new rock and roll, and how it was squarely sung in the years before he turned up, getting himself into some situations, grabbing what he could from the present as much as the past.

He started to sing some of the far-off mid-century songs the radio host he had become might play, making another adjustment to his own history, adding more details, making his time on earth stretch even further. He made it sound as though he might have been around before he was even born, and just as he had done with his radio show, with the kind of talking, an easy, smooth shooting the breeze he hadn’t done for decades if ever, he honoured, sometimes exhumed, the greats, the fallen, the neglected, shining light into dark corners, restoring moments dulled by time, and added something extra to the fact and fiction of being Bob Dylan.

Connected to the spirit of the radio show and attaching more elusive detail to the fact and fiction was the first, possibly last, volume of his memoirs, Chronicles, published in 2005, which he haunted as much as wrote, hunting himself down all kinds of highways and byways, sending the reader up the occasional blind alley, remembering some things vividly, struggling to recall other moments, in a voice you could make up in your head as you read, a voice that skidded across the surfaces and sensations of memory just as he did, fully aware of the depths. It was an homage to and an extension of the literary lineage he belongs to and enriches, stabilising autobiography running parallel with displaced fiction.

He wondered about the effect that music can have on the mind, and vice versa, and wrote of ten thousand years of culture falling from Johnny Cash’s shoulders, Public Enemy hurling horses over cliffs and Hank Williams making movement cease just by singing. It was that kind of true story. He talked of his paternal grandmother’s voice possessing a haunting accent – she was a transplanted Jew from Odessa – as though she was an early influence, a voice he’d never forget.

Other voices appeared when he wasn’t even singing, writing or talking. A photo of him was a voice, soundless but significant. There were voices in his harmonica playing, his album covers, his one, spidery novel, his bewitching memoirs, his pencil drawings and paintings, his interviews, even his silence to the critics and biographers – especially what they overstated, or missed – voices that stretched so far into the future they could see all the way to the end of time, voices that came from so far in the past they brought with them ghosts that had their own voices. There were the voices where ‘there’s no telling what can happen’ that came when he was portrayed in the 2007 film I’m Not There by six different actors of mixed age and gender playing seven different personas, where director Todd Haynes built a Bob Dylan in the same way Dylan often writes a song, stealing discriminately, mixing up yesterday, today, tomorrow, time, lyrics, influences, space, moments, history, pastiche, fable, blending genre, juxtaposing events, challenging facts. There is no actual mention of a ‘Bob Dylan’. When, in the very final moments, Dylan himself appears in the film playing the harmonica, as if to fill a few gaps in the story, to encourage further suspension of disbelief, he is no more and no less the real Dylan than any of the other acted, assumed Dylans; he’s just another invention, another mythical fake creation taking part in a wild struggle for existence.



There’s the straighter but perhaps slippier voice that Martin Scorsese chose to frame in his documentary No Direction Home two years earlier; the Haynes and Scorsese voices operate next to his remembering radio voice as a way of showing how he was always moving on even as they all moved through his past, through the ephemeral and the permanent. At the time of these films and documentaries, and his radio show, and his memoirs and official bootlegs, when it could seem Dylan was heading closer to the end of the trail, it seemed a good time to playfully, solemnly resist making out the definitive shape of Dylan, which was a game for fools, by actually making some shapes out of Dylan. Some final words and thoughts about the stranger who never feels at home, who can never belong, who must be a little in love with death.

It turned out there would be at least fourteen years more movement and change as Dylan kept circling the contemporary landscape, finding various craters of his own where he could set up temporary headquarters. Scorsese even had to deliver another documentary to shake up his meaning of Dylan, turning to making up the far-fetched truth about the extravagantly untamed Rolling Thunder tour as a way of sowing some seeds of doubt and drifting a little from the shore of conventional biography, ensuring stable identity and closure are continually deferred.

Each of the characters Dylan imagined or played in his songs, some of whom were places – and those characters he was talking to, which could also seem to be himself, in permanent dialogue with himself – had a voice adding to the overall presence of his voice. The voice of the complete unknown, of the jokerman and the Queen of Spades, of the lover and the thief, Erica Jong and Valentino, Johnny in the basement and Mr Jones, Hollis Brown and Billy the Kid, the Lone Ranger and Saxophone Joe, King Kong and Prince Philip, Charles Darwin and St Augustine, Rasputin and Isis, Jimmy Cagney and John Wesley Hardin, Napoleon in rags and Mr Tambourine Man, the night watchman and the jelly-faced women, Jesse James and Desdemona, Quinn the Eskimo and the Fairy Queen, Adam and Eve and Romeo and Juliet, the savage soldier and the cowboy angel, Walter Cronkite and Captain Kidd, Sherlock Holmes and Judas Priest, Goliath and the Pharaoh, the Statue of Liberty and the Golden Gate Bridge, Little Jack Horner and Dr. Filth, the Lincoln Country Road and Armageddon, Alicia Keys and Uncle Remus, John the Baptist and Tweedledum and Tweedledee, Tom Paine and Judas Iscariot, Aladdin and his lamp and the flesh-coloured Christs that glow in the dark. All these characters he included in his songs so he could get a chance to meet them, get to know them, even be them, singer and character blurred and melded.

There was the voice he found in the country, on the road, from place to place, in private, and there was the voice he used in the city, a place of recording, performing and broadcasting. There was the voice that was formed from all the voices of those singing Dylan songs, because even though no-one sings Dylan like Dylan, sometimes that means hearing one of his songs being sung in a way that makes it closer to being finished – or at least set up to be finished, with its own surprises and leaps in the dark – than even Dylan imagined. A miscellaneous, volatile Dylan Voice emerges from the hundreds of singers that have covered Dylan whether plodding through the literal motions, fastidiously following the original tune or spelling out their own genius, their particular state of mind, looking for their own voice, their own place in the state of things. He could have just written the songs, never sung them himself, but you would hear the essence of Dylan, a voice of greatness, if you put together Odetta, Maria Muldaur, Joan Baez, the Byrds, John Martyn, Bryan Ferry, Richie Havens, Burl Ives, Nina Simone, Nico, Jimi Hendrix, the Walker Brothers, the Hollies, Van Morrison, Davy Graham, Susan Tedeschi, José Feliciano, Nick Drake, Bobby Bare, Heinz and the Wild Boys, Albert Hammond Jr, Fairport Convention, the Flying Burrito Brothers, Bettina Jonic, Patti Smith, Bobby Darin, Billy Paul, Jackie de Shannon, Sam Cooke, Lou Reed, Frankie Valli and the Four Seasons, Ian Hunter, Tom Waits, Marianne Faithful, Mountain, Prince, Bill Murray, Loudon Wainwright III, Morrissey, Engelbert Humperdinck, Adele, Emmylou Harris, George Harrison, Solomon Burke, Fotheringay, Willie Nelson, Indigo Girls, Spirit, PJ Harvey, the Persuaders, Madeleine Peyroux, Tom Jones, Johnny Cash, Lucinda Williams, the White Stripes. Cat Power, Beck, Cowboy Junkies, Barb Jungr, Dolly Parton, Thea Gilmore, Yo La Tengo, Noel Harrison, Sufjan Stevens, Rage Against The Machine, Susanna and the Magical Orchestra, the Chicks, Nick Cave, Laura Marling, David Bowie… all those who took Dylan songs where they should be taken, to the reassembled limits, and sometimes beyond.

There were also, bringing into the centre another kind of shifting, accumulative Dylan voice, an increasing number of official bootleg albums that compiled first takes, outtakes, rough drafts, live shows, rarities and lost other versions, assembling an alternative history of Dylan, a different way of approaching his songs and their chronology. The bootleg voices of Dylan exist in a limbo round the back of what was understood, a series of dead voices, lost sounds, forgotten noises, arcane ceremonies and various vibrations that were perhaps never meant to be heard more than once or twice, or were perhaps as proper, as part of his perceived reality, as the official records. Even if sometimes it sounded as though he was singing under the sea, or as though his phone had been tapped.

The Bootleg Series began in 1991, twenty-two years after what was more or less the very first rock album bootleg (inevitably a Dylan one), Great White Wonder, a tantalisingly illegal double album containing a cross-section of unreleased recordings and outtakes from 1961 to 1967. The plain, intriguing shadiness of a Dylan bootleg, the difficulty tracking them down, the sense they were part of some greater lawless cover-up, some scheme, or screen, of misinformation, was always something that added to Dylan’s spiky outlying aura.

After years of covert pirate albums, Dylan’s record label, Columbia, began to officially release the kind of relentless, rumoured work that had been consistently featured on bootlegs, to fill in the gaps more legally, to satisfy the most ardent, unrepentant Dylan fan’s need for completion, to hear discarded ideas, multiple takes, second, third, fourth guesses and songs that were cut from various album releases. The series is part of the constantly whirring mini-industry of Dylan that means, even as the whole point of his action and workings is to never be pinned down, there is so much by and about him that can be used to help pin him down. In the end, perhaps, there’s too much material and information to definitively categorise him; so much that it collapses in on itself and he’s free to be free, and as invisible as he wants to be even as he is so visible, and so available, and so turned into something again and again that allows him to slip from behind it all.

With the bootlegs it became possible to witness through a completely new lens Dylan as he made a first impression, as he stepped out of obscurity with the look of a cheat and a charmer, and then there he was on the verge of greatness, charging through greatness, spinning out from greatness, rediscovering greatness, reordering greatness, all in all possibly never losing greatness, just moving from moment to moment, but seldom living in the moment, spread-eagled between violent nostalgia and violent anticipation.

The Bootleg Series started to run alongside the regular Dylan releases, enhancing the weird, warped timing of Dylan’s release schedule, dissolving standard opinion structures and adjusting some of the assumptions about a few of his usually less acclaimed, even reviled, periods, especially the extremely arbitrary-seeming, even self-destructive, late-1960s Self Portrait and the concerning and unloved born-again years after his late-1970s divorce from wife Sara, both of which turned out to be more misunderstood than useless or unsavoury as was first thought. Sometimes it seemed as though the Bootleg Series made you think you’d got everything wrong about Dylan, and sometimes it confirmed a few hunches.

Hidden inside the series as it unfolded, there were some less familiar Dylan voices, and voices that came and went in the shadows without being fully developed. He’s always working out what to do with his voice, and how to sing a certain song, and all those books that make worlds out of his words often fail to notice that none of those words would appear in the way they do, in the order and rhythm they have, if they couldn’t be sung as he sees fit. They must work as individual sounds and for how they rhyme and time within the music before any meaning can emerge.

The bootlegs revealed that even if at the time of an original release he sang a song and he seemed to be using one voice, he was using others as well. As for those songs that seemed as great as any at the time, there were sometimes others even better that he’d just left in the cupboard for a while, ready to be slid back into use when the time was right, or there seemed to be a certain public demand. ‘Series of Dreams’ and ‘Dignity’ never made it onto the mid-career Oh Mercy album after arguments with the producer, Daniel Lanois; ‘Caribbean Wind’ was left off Shot of Love; ‘I’ll Keep It with Mine’ was missing from Another Side of Bob Dylan – sometimes as though just on a whim, or for reasons of balance and tone that only Dylan really understood. Down the line, some of them were suddenly remembered, including a song from the album viewed as one of his comeback records, this one a reappearance after three albums of defiantly unambiguous Christian songs.

The Infidels album from 1983 took a turn for the secular after his controversial dalliance with Christ, and its original release didn’t feature ‘Blind Willie McTell’, confusing to those hearing it as one of his greatest songs. Dylan would shrug it off whenever it was mentioned to him, claiming it wasn’t properly recorded. Maybe he just enjoyed allowing the mystery to grow around the song, letting it be like what had happened to the earliest, evolving blues songs sung in the late nineteenth century, where the singers – like owls – only had the stars in the night sky as their audience. It was as if he had sacrificed the song to achieve the kind of obscurity blues singers like Blind Willie McTell were suffering even a century after the blues emerged out of the terrible tolls of history. Maybe the song needed to exist only as a song, not a seven-inch single, a single act of admission, better never to be heard than be put in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Whatever the reason, it didn’t appear in 1983, it appeared eighteen years later, a history lesson in the form of a dream, a dream in the form of a biography of one of the great blues musicians. After a few years of putting his faith in Christ, Dylan made clear his real faith is in the blues, which has everything in it, including Christ, and Satan, and all that is in between. In less than six minutes, with just his piano and some golden chords and the tentative, minimal guitar of the album’s producer, Mark Knopfler, Dylan rambles through vast parts of American history, through miles and miles of American land, past significant long-lost scenery. It’s a concise, comprehensive and evocative history of the grandeur and horrors of the Civil War-era American South, an explanation and celebration of the cathartic reason the blues exists and needed to exist, a study of power, racism and cold ambition, a meditation on the broad-shouldered Mississippi River, the spiritual home of the blues.

It’s also as much as anything a hymn to the voice of McTell, born in Georgia at the very end of the nineteenth century, toiling in obscurity in the first half of the twentieth – as history swells and swings from bad to worse, Dylan wants us to understand that through it all, no-one can sing the blues like McTell – and to the voice of the blues itself, its importance in history, in balancing out history, and its importance to the history of Bob Dylan, as a singer who learnt how to sing whatever he wants, however he wants, because he found it all in the blues – all the way from a kind of resigned optimism to a fierce pessimism, from deep woe to joyous fury. The blues was at the core of a new kind of reliable, trustworthy, adaptable singing style he found, which took him through every style of music he wanted to try, always part of his voice whatever style of music he was singing. He couldn’t have sung the songs he liked to sing – never completely sure if he was dreaming his life or it was real, something dreamt by himself or someone else, where fiction and fact merge together seamlessly – if he didn’t know the blues, which faced up to reality like no other music.

‘Blind Willie McTell’ is a song as much as anything about the devastating, disorientating power of a great singing voice, and what it can transmit in a word, a line, a pause, a cry, a whisper – Dylan shows how the singing voice can carry the complicated, tormenting weight of history, convey the terror of racial abuse, the cracking of the whips, underline the beauty of one man’s brave, lonely crusade, reach out into the world, work out for yourself the language of liberty and justice, make you feel love and experience real hate. Because it was such a careful, celebratory song about a voice and the voice, it needed a particular voice to sing it that was itself powerful enough to convey the message and cope with the history. No-one could sing the blues like Willie McTell, but then no-one could sing the blues like Bob Dylan; whether he achieved it, or was always trying to, the power of his voice lay in his constant quest to sing the blues – his blues – without sounding inauthentic and lost in sorry, empty white-man imitation. Anyone who feels that Dylan is not a very good singer should hear ‘Blind Willie McTell’ and hear how seriously he takes the idea that a song about the importance of a great voice, about the purpose of a great voice, needs to be sung with perfect grace, perfect timing and perfect feel.

The history of his own voice is in the song, as he starts out his travels, his travails, quiet and restrained, not sure yet of his destination, and passes through every song he’s ever sung, surprised by the sights he sees, the chaos he witnesses, the ghosts he sees, building up almost imperceptibly until he’s feeling real pain and despair about a set of circumstances that you might only really understand because of the blues.

A song about the voice – bringing with it all that other bountiful remembrance and homage – is also a song about Bob Dylan’s voice, not so much because he can sing like Willie McTell, but because he can sing like Bob Dylan. No-one can sing the blues like Bob Dylan, and maybe initially he hid the song away because at the time he just needed to prove it to himself, especially after all the commotion there’d been about a few years of devotion to Christ. Then again, the bigger way of showing off his own special one-of-a-kind voice was to allow the song to live in the dark for a while, on its own under the stars, so that when it appeared, the song, and the voice about a voice, shined even brighter.



Through the various bootlegs you could experience the adjustable originality of his thinking, the processes, procedures and strategies he used to begin and complete a song, to amalgamate disparate experiences. You seemed to spend time inside the recording studio as Dylan felt his way, loosely, fussily, absent minded, deeply focussed, into a mood, a moment, a mystery, even spend time inside his mind as he worked out how to build a world, how to master his material. There was a clear sense of how as he worked on a song he was aware of a great number and variety of elements which could be combined in different ways; the way he mixed different sensations and feelings into a new whole.

These collections from various ages and stages of Bob Dylan didn’t exactly reveal what it was he was after as he composed and recorded a song, but they showed you the lengths he would go to in order to get what he wanted. There was nothing explicitly new in the bootleg releases because they were all compilations commenting on the period of time they came from and the albums that belonged there. No new original songs, except for the occasional hidden gem like ‘Blind Willie McTell’, but X-rays of how his songs were made, snapshots of thinking done in various venues, a series of different worlds and histories that the same song came from and ended up in. They proved how much he was a thinker, more than a folk singer, or a rock star, or even a musician, all those things he just happened to be once he’d written his first song – and he constantly saw his actions as experiments and questions, as attempts to find out something about life and death, time and space, dream and memory.

As more exhaustive bootlegs started to appear, keeping the faithful extremely busy, perhaps their function was a clearing up of the past, looking after his affairs, a taking control of the messy past as things wound down, or simply making official and more purposefully organised material that always existed, scattered to the wind, in the outlaw margins, pored over by experts, fanatics, captivated professors, compulsive obsessives, symposiums and serious collectors. These fringe activities now belonged inside the ragged border Dylan had flung around his work.



After Tempest there was a lot of mending, managing and modifying archival activity, lots of ways of showing us he was still here and still working, but the fact there was no album of original songs for nearly a decade, for most of his seventies, and no hint of one coming, seemed to suggest that here was one clue to how one strand of the Bob Dylan story was entering an endgame, in many ways a period of waiting after most of the more vital strategies and compelling negotiations had been concluded.

Perhaps, you never know, with Tempest finally sealed into place at the end of a sequence, it was time for a relatively settled summary of the life and times, work and themes, the overall progress and stylistic extravagance – as far as I could see, as just one witness in this particular investigation, seeing and hearing things from my place on the street – of an irreplaceable, incomparable, often irritable, for some irritating, artist, vocalist and mesmerising performer. A book following Dylan and the voices he used at various stages of his life as he passed amongst the rest of us who just happened to be alive at the time he was alive. Somehow, I hazarded, the rest of us were becoming shadows in his life as he became more vivid; it was the rest of us that were fading away as he continued his quest, a trail from then to now that featured a cauldron of communications, an obstinacy of false starts, a parade of songs, a cackle of asides, a prickle of disappearances and an exaltation of revelations.

His main regular contemporary work each year during the 2010s continued to be the Never Ending Tour he had been pursuing for over thirty years, officially beginning on 7 June 1988 in Concord, California with the first of seventy-one concerts played in twenty-nine American states and in Canada. By May of 1989, beginning in Sweden, the tour headed out into the world. He figured few if any were doing what he was doing so he might as well keep putting himself out there, quietly hopeful a new audience would discover him. He plays a hundred shows a year, a few months on, a few months off, sixteen songs or so a night, some the same, some different, some regularly, some rarely. The shows become utterly predictable and profoundly surprising.

The tour was also his response to the making of records being a hugely different act in the digital age to what it had been when music was recorded to appear on vinyl. The increasing technological choices made it harder to achieve the kind of sound he preferred, stripped of effects and synthetic atmosphere, taking him away from the spontaneous mood and mystery of music he had been weaned on. Live performance was where he could still be himself, still produce the music he heard in himself. Eventually, after a few years of touring, after making a couple of records filled with other people’s songs, clearing his head, he would return to make the sort of records he liked the sound of, intimate marvels filled with wide spaces, protecting himself in the meantime by keeping himself on the road, keeping the engines working. The Never Ending Tour put him back in touch with his roots, even as he kept heading towards unfamiliar quarters.

There had been over three thousand shows between 1988 and 2019, a more or less constant annual tour circling the world again and again which it appeared up to a point could only actually be ended when Dylan himself ended. Even then you had a feeling that somehow the Never Ending Tour would continue in some form, as some mysteriously maintained afterlife artistic circus that kept the songs spinning, the voice measuring and his mind still working. His afterlife would be the great never-ending culmination of the life of someone who seemed in his teens and twenties in such a hurry but then learnt the value of patience, and the patience to wait for the right moment, or for a new audience. Fame is nothing. Openness, patience, receptivity, solitude is everything. Patience ensures victory.

The tour kept rolling, occasionally getting close to where the news was, often just operating in the far fringes of mainstream cultural business, patience incarnate, and even if the new albums stopped coming, the original songs were no more, it seemed as though the Never Ending Tour would take Dylan with it deep into another decade, heading into city after city, night after night, always some lit-up moments to look forward to. He created for himself a schedule, a mock-up of reason and order, some peace among the wreck of time, a way of defending himself against chaos and whim.



I always tried to see Dylan in concert at least once a year as the tour kept its promise to never end through the twenty-first century. Through the official Bob Dylan website it was possible to get special VIP tickets to shows all over Europe, where you could sit, for a price, within a few yards of him, but what price close proximity to such a magician, as he connected with everything he had ever been and ever done, even as he was visibly ageing, coming undone, the night slowly falling, taking with it those songs and his voice, but leaving behind the luminous wisdom?

At some point in his fifties or sixties he’d taken to wearing a deliberately rakish skinny little pencil moustache, which for such a lean throwaway mark on the upper lip needs quite a bit of fussy maintenance, a bit of feminine attention. The moustache had a voice of its own, like Chaplin’s did, and Kurt Vonnegut’s, George Orwell’s and Mark Twain’s, saying something about how he deflected attention and demanded attention all at the same time, how he could find a mask with the slimmest of gestures always ready for the next performance. Edgar Allen Poe grew his to disguise the sneer caused by a nervous tic, and it gave him the look of a silent movie star, something Dylan liked the sound of.

Maybe Dylan pilfered the moustache from the Boston Blackie silent movies where Chester Morris played the reformed jewel thief and safe cracker turned anti-hero detective, ‘an enemy to those who make him an enemy, a friend to those who have no friends’. Blackie was always viewed with suspicion whenever there was a crime, and to clear himself, he had to solve the case himself, often wearing disguises. As Jimmy Buffett sang, if you have a pencil-thin moustache, you can solve mysteries too.

The pencil moustache was the mark of the hustler, the spiv, the outlaw, someone trying to elevate themselves above their given class position. It’s as though it was Dylan in some previous life that had advised debonair Clark Gable and Errol Flynn to wear one in their black and white movies. Matinee idol John Gilbert had one when he starred opposite Greta Garbo in 1926’s Flesh and the Devil, followed in the next three years by Love and A Woman of Affairs, and maybe Dylan drew one on his own famous face a little like Marcel Duchamp scrawled one on the famous face of the Mona Lisa. He’d sung about the Mona Lisa in ‘Visions of Johanna’, figuring she must have had highway blues, it’s clear from the way she smiles.

The ’tache is a little sleazy and puts Dylan in a club of devilish dandies and rogues he’d be happy to be part of with Little Richard, Vincent Price, Robert Donat, Sammy Davis Jr, Ron Mael, John Waters and Prince. It made him very twentieth century but also put him out in the wild zone of cultural timelessness. The club’s motto? Confucius says, ‘A man without a moustache is a man without a soul.’

At his shows, often in arenas and large theatres, you could get close enough to the manicured hair on his upper lip to stare straight into Dylan’s dark, darting eyes and see nothing at all, or something, a sign he was aching to return where he came from, or no such sign at all, just the look of someone happily at work, surrounded by some workmates looking like they’d wandered in from a tall tale and had known a few skid-row hotels in their time.

They’d been wandering for years and years, and Dylan would just start singing at the beginning of the show, as if he was in a roundabout way going to tell you his life story, which turns out to be a mixture of life stories of which only one or two are, vaguely, his. In the end it is perhaps the life story of everyone; if for some cosmic reason you have to choose one artist from the past century and say, this is the definitive summary of the times and all times in all their glory and grotesquery, touching on everything, from the mythic to the slapstick, from a single breath to the entire mystery of the universe, the steady accumulation of small realities, never finishing saying what he had to say, American but also from a place that is placeless, then who else but Bob Dylan?

There were those disappointed with this flickering shadow of a legend, losing something of the lightness of his dreams, whose face had changed so much, whose voice was in time-lashed tatters. Some were offended, even repulsed, by the mild serenity of age taking the place of the riotous blood of youth – although the truth was, really, it was the wild serenity of age, of someone who for a long time had understood he was going to offend some people no matter what. You’re offended? Get over it. The blood was still pumping, he still enjoyed the sound of his own voice, he just wasn’t moving around the stage as much as he once did.

He tiptoed to his position on the stage, hesitantly facing out towards the audience as if he wouldn’t mind if he looked the other way, and then he let his mind do the moving for a couple of hours and a bit, thinking fast enough to keep his slick, quick-witted band on their toes, as they made sure they were heading down the same roads as Dylan, making the turns in time, hitting the exits, spotting the ghosts on the way at the same time as he did.

Some old fans didn’t get it: they would say the songs were sung in the wrong order, let alone the wrong key, the high and mighty greatest hits were mostly missing, or were nothing but the bleached bones of what they had once been, and Dylan seemed a little in the distance, and sometimes it seemed like he’d taken one too many punches. Was this a calculated act of a self-conscious living legend, or because he was tired out, or one more self-rebooting artistic refocussing of perspective? Sometimes, especially during those shows where he crouched over a keyboard towards the back of the stage, his hands too arthritically stiff to hold a guitar, for a while as you tried to figure out where he was, it appeared Bob Dylan had failed to turn up for his own show.

It took a few seconds, maybe a little longer, to work out that he was the leader of the six-piece band: he lurked darkly next to the drummer, ignoring the microphone positioned stage centre. He directed the music using winks, glances, gestures, even sniffles, the occasional soft-shoe shuffle, and the songs his zen-blues posse played, some legendary, some undiscovered, were in turn made up of hints, echoes and nudges. He’d wear a dashing hat that made him look dangerous, distinguished and a little seedy. His black shirt would be slashed with a violent red. He could have come from another century – not necessarily the past – or a dream an animal’s having about the shape of sound.

After decades of jumpy, secretive Dylan playing electric rhythm guitar at the front of the stage, it took some getting used to seeing him play, sometimes without really playing, this rickety-looking piano tucked to the side. When he fingered the keyboard, he crouched like a question mark, frowned like a whiskered genius, sometimes discreetly dancing on the spot like a nefarious Fred Astaire, aiming scrutinising glances into the mysterious mid-air. His abstract boogie-woogie was sometimes so tentative it couldn’t actually be heard, as if the piano was just a prop. He used to punch from inside the music, now he found ways to hide behind himself, and his twisted, sinful stories, as if he was preparing to withdraw altogether. Meanwhile, to add to the effect of disappearance, of covert illusion, his voice seemed to be falling apart, catastrophically collapsing into the void ahead of him that his songs queue up to defy, or delay, or dwell on. He sang like a stranded, mutilated angel who’d traded his holiness for humanity.

He used this blistered, bitter death-voice and floating cubist consciousness to tear his songs apart, to snottily, gutturally shock and shake them into new shapes that reflect the churning strangeness of his imagination. The combination of his wounded voice, the perforated songs and the silent piano means that this psyched-up history of American roots music comes laced with a feverish, surreal force that goes beyond provincial Americana out into the exotic wildness of time and space where you cannot cut corners.

He said nothing between songs, because what on earth could he say that isn’t in the songs, which end up explaining, to some extent, everything. He didn’t say thank you after a song for the applause, because he wouldn’t mean it, it wasn’t at the top of his mind. He didn’t smile, because that would be too intimate, considering the circumstances. It seemed sometimes he might have ice in his veins, but that makes complete sense considering some of the songs he’d just sung, and he wasn’t really there to warm the audience up.

After you had been smoothly transferred into another amazing world, the show would end with soul-shredding abruptness. As became tradition, Dylan would take a last look, out of the corner of his diabolical imagination, at his astonished – or near offer – audience. A teasing trace of a smile that was sort of friendly and wicked, a little mingling with his band, one eyebrow peculiarly raised, and then off to find another stage, wherever he’s meant to be.

This was not to the taste of some old-school fans whose memories of life with Dylan had been disturbed, originally hearing those songs at a time when important things were happening in their lives. The memories existed in the first place because of Dylan, and now they’ve been shaken up, challenged, because of Dylan, which seems to not have been part of the deal.

There were those pleading with him to stop, to end the never-ending, as though he was ruining his own legacy, cruelly sabotaging the accepted transcendent beauty and power of his own songs. They thought he didn’t even sound like Bob Dylan anymore. For some he was just coughing up phlegm.

It was as though the Dylan they had loved so much was now betraying them because he was old and weary-seeming, mouth and moustache curling up between sneer and grin, and crankily searching still for elusive perfection; bringing his old songs into the current conditions of his life, within certain limitations, some thought he had turned his hits and classics into unrecognisable, ugly travesties. There were those who just wanted him to sing the songs as they once were, as if time hadn’t passed, and he hadn’t aged, and they hadn’t aged, and they hated what he did to the songs and by implication to them. His death was their death, and they couldn’t cope with how he so frankly faced up to extinction, his voice unashamedly acknowledging the span of a life, and the inevitability of what’s to come physically and spiritually.

They’d rather he stopped playing live than allow the original life force to seep out of his songs and dare to still sing like an old man with a dry mouth, strangely relishing his age, his voice disappearing into a black hole. There were those wanting to cancel Dylan for the crime of ageing long before cancellation became a more fashionable weapon. It was as though they were the owners of the songs – they had taken them from him, and he had no right to reach back into them and make them something else.

Actually, transformed, remade, as most of his beloved songs became – because the recorded versions were not definitive, just what happened to occur at a given moment, because in the end improvisation was a big part of how Dylan wrote and recorded songs – they still maintained power, original energy still existed, distilled into thrilling new forms. Essentially, even the monumental songs were still forming in his imagination, as he imagined them coming from different musical histories, as if he had discovered ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ like it was a landmark, a new world waiting to be explored.

He just happened to find it first, before anyone else, and then once he had planted the flag, shown it to the world, given it a name, he would then remember it from different vantage points, from different perspectives and different musical places. It became a memory, or a photograph, or a dream, an anecdote, and the uplifting anthem, fixed in so many minds as one particular of-its-time anti-war protest song – there it is at just the moment the civil rights movement peaks, performed by Peter, Paul and Mary a few hours before Martin Luther King delivered his ‘I have a dream’ speech – became amongst other things a laid-back honky-tonk song from no time at all. The original ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ still exists, like a mountain range or a river, but over time, as he travels elsewhere, it becomes something else, reflecting where his mind has gone, not where it once was. What was once topical, and possibly therefore destined to be forever set in amber, is returned by Dylan to wherever it came from, free to be blown anywhere in the wind.

I was constantly enthralled by getting a chance to see Dylan in action at the latest stage of his life, as if it was a chance to see in person Cézanne paint, Gertrude Stein write, Marcel Duchamp play chess, Wittgenstein imagine language as a form of life. It was as though in front of you there was Hamlet, or Keyser Söze, or Atticus Finch, Rick Blaine, Randle McMurphy, Bobby Dupea, Ellen Ripley, Pozzo, the man with no name, living and breathing, enjoying himself in the privacy of his own imagination, starting up his harmonica like he was biting the head off an animal.

It was a way of seeing Dylan close up finish off – or frankly carry on – what he had started over fifty years ago, and what he was doing at the end of his life was just as important as what he did in the so-called golden ’60s when rock music was a dream, in the mellow and then uneasy, savage, doubting, doubtless ’70s, in the staggered recovery years of the late ’90s and early ’00s. His latest shows were continuing what he had done as inflamed, savagely original folk hero in his first two or three years, as ringmaster arbitrarily transmitting sheer sneering energy on the electric British tour in 1965, the fierce, grand comeback 1974 Before the Flood tour where The Band had never been bigger, the cockeyed co-operative, hurdy-gurdy utopian Rolling Thunder tour of 1976, the religious tours of the born-again zealot pointing fingers at the faithless around the 1980s, the ones where there was a more obvious disorderly, confrontational quality. One couldn’t have happened without the other. One persona stirred another. It’s all a part of the history he’s made up, and the parts at the end are as important as the parts that came earlier.

The regular live albums released along the way capturing those tours and others summarised changes in style, identity and voice, different stages of an ongoing spiritual battle, existing as records of where he was in between the studio albums, and inevitably some have their fans, and some are seen as aberrations. I happen to love them all, even the ones that traditionally fall at the lower end of the rankings, ones where he seemed to be losing his way, filling in time, trying out some ill-defined artistic rebellion or as much as he ever does found himself going through the motions.

Hard Rain represents the life-brightening magical bedlam of the Rolling Thunder Tour at the point it was running out of roll and thunder, so it all got a little pragmatic and it was time to move on; Live at Budokan, wiping Rolling Thunder’s make-up off his face, was where Dylan appeared to slip through the looking glass into some kind of bizarro Las Vegas and flirt with presenting his songs through a slick, kinky big band revue, which was ironic or sincere or both at the same time; Dylan and the Dead was somehow the opposite of being as other-worldly and regally surreal as the partnership promised, but perhaps pointed the way towards the Never Ending Tour; and the MTV Unplugged album, which was recorded in 1995 as he was six years into his Never Ending journey but which seemed to cheerfully exist as a pleasing, low-key television special in another dimension, drawing attention to how there was no documenting of the endless tour. And never would be, as though the shows existed on the other side of an impenetrable force field.

Even when he’s caught between moods, or trying something out that seemed a little wayward at the time, or deeply counter-intuitive, whether he’s in mythic mood or just sounding miffed, you can hear him making his mind up one way or another about where he is and what he’s up. You can hear him toy with his voice, make a new discovery, worry at it, throw it all away, and leave it behind for good. All these live Dylans, from profoundly potent and completely himself to a little pale and distracted and outside himself, need to exist to make up the complete picture.

Past live shows did start to appear as part of the Bootleg Series, and as carefully selected re-releases, most closer to being as loved as the top-ranking live record, Before the Flood. There were albums from before he was famous, as he was becoming famous, as he was crashing to the other side of fame, as he spent three years turning his shows into a religious service, hailing the fast-approaching return of Jesus, in the business of selling God – so you hear him as he appears full of folky promise in small downtown venues in 1962, as he quickly makes it to the uptown Carnegie Hall in 1963, as he jokes and chats enjoying the spotlight at the Philharmonic in 1964, as he spits fury to the point of infamy at the Manchester Free Trade Hall in 1965 and as he praises the Lord with a keen, grave face between 1979 and 1981.

The Rolling Thunder Revue album is where the roll and thunder was that never made it into Hard Rain. It can be seen as the greatest live punk album, the greatest live psychedelic album, the greatest live rock and roll album, the greatest live album of a Bob Dylan musical that never existed, even the greatest Bob Dylan live album, if it’s decided that Before the Flood was actually Bob Dylan and the Band, and contained Band songs. The Rolling Thunder tour is another interim precursor to the Never Ending Tour, and already, as first displayed on Before the Flood, Dylan is taking all sorts of personal liberties with the structure, tone and rhythms of his songs, however beloved, even sometimes revising the words themselves, singing them using different voices, perpetually shifting focus, steadfastly keeping his songs inside the development stage. He’s giving them space to breathe, allowing them to hold their breath.



I considered it completely his business what he did with the songs he had written, the idea that they might never actually be finished, how he elongated, shrank or magnified their symbolic and dramatic action, and I loved that sometimes it took the audience a few seconds – for some even longer – to recognise ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ or ‘Tangled Up in Blue’. Once or twice, a pitilessly amended, significantly famous song would come and go with a few not even noticing. It would dawn on them a few songs later, maybe a few weeks later, maybe never. They’d gone to see da Vinci’s Mona Lisa or Munch’s Scream, and it had turned into a completely different painting. The fact that his songs could keep changing what they were even as they stayed what they were seemed to be what made them so compelling. There was no one way through them; there were hundreds of different directions to go and Dylan wanted to know them all.



For the purpose of beginning this book, I prepared myself to go and see one of the dates being booked into American venues for part of the Never Ending Tour, set to take place from early June 2020. That is how the book would start, and I imagined the opening line would describe me settling into my seat, as close to the front as possible. Ready to hear that first word he sang, reality forgotten but words remembered, so I could work out what kind of shape his voice was in, what kind of mood he was in, how much life he’d got banked up, always on high alert – especially since the death of David Bowie – about how a world without a living, thinking Bob Dylan was going to take some getting used to. Where would his death take the rest of us, and how we remember our own lives? As long as his songs survive, he lives, carried forward by them. He would continue to occupy our thoughts, perhaps as though he’d just travelled abroad somewhere a little off-grid, but there would still be something of a sudden shift in history, the dismantling of a certain world. It would be the end of an era, and it would take some working out how to define that era.

The book might begin with the moment I looked him in the eye, and swore that he looked right back at me, and all sorts of romping wonder filled my brain, as though for a split second I was at one with the universe. I know, I know, at my age as well, but sometimes in a flash you can find yourself in exactly the right place at exactly the right time and reality gets all supernatural on you.

He might actually be sizing me up and wondering if I’ve got it in me to write a book about him. What kind of fraud am I? – actually, being some kind of fraud is perhaps the qualification he was looking for. A fraud and a fantasist. Or perhaps he’s staring a little fiercely at the empty seat beside me – I’ve seen him do it at some of the shows I’ve been to – and wondering why the hell it’s empty. Who hasn’t turned up yet? How dare they, man, but their loss. They may not get another chance to see him in the wild. At some point, not too far away, one of these Never Ending shows will be the last one he ever plays. Imagine turning up late for that, or not bothering to go at all, because in the end you decided there was no chance he was going to play his greatest hits just like they sounded once upon a time.

I fancied seeing him at the Hollywood Bowl. It never occurred to me in February 2020 as I started to plan my trip to Los Angeles later in the year that for the first time in decades there was going to be a postponement of the impending Never Ending shows. There was danger ahead, an erasure of all kinds of eras and routines, of hopes and dreams, but I wasn’t paying as much attention as I should have to early news of some suspicious-sounding deaths in a part of China I wasn’t too familiar with.
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