
		
			[image: Cover for Bob Dylan: Things Have Changed, Author, Ron Rosenbaum]
		

	
		
			ALSO BY RON ROSENBAUM

			In Defense of Love

			Manhattan Passions

			Travels with Dr. Death

			Explaining Hitler

			The Secret Parts of Fortune

			The Shakespeare Wars

			How the End Begins

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, Bob Dylan: Things Have Changed, Author, Ron Rosenbaum, Imprint, Melville House]
			

		

	
		
			BOB DYLAN : THINGS HAVE CHANGED

			First published in 2025 by Melville House

			Copyright © 2025 by Ron Rosenbaum

			All rights reserved

			First Melville House Printing: August 2025

			Distributed by Penguin Random House LLC,

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019 USA. www.penguinrandomhouse.com Portions of Chapter 5 were originally published, in different form, in the New York Observer.

			Melville House Publishing

			46 John Street

			Brooklyn, NY 11201

			and

			Melville House UK

			Suite 2000

			16/18 Woodford Road

			London E7 0HA

			mhpbooks.com

			@melvillehouse

			ISBN 9781685892258

			ISBN 9781685892265 (eBook)

			Ebook ISBN 9781685892258

			Library of Congress Control Number: 2025939402

			Book design by Beste M. Doğan, adapted for ebook

			A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Easy Access System Europe, Mustamäe tee 50, 10621 Tallinn, Estonia. gpsr.requests@easproject.com

			a_prh_7.3a_153497209_c0_r0

		

	
		
			For Ms. X, once again, for her insight, enthusiasm, encouragement. And love.

			“We’ll never be apart”

		

	
		
			God said to Abraham, “Kill me a son”

			Abe says, “Man, You must be puttin’ me on”…

			—BOB DYLAN, “HIGHWAY 61”
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			PREFACE

			I feel I’ve been writing this book all my life. In a sense I feel Dylan’s been writing my life—unknowingly—all his.

			Meanwhile, I expect many readers will come to this book only after or because of seeing the film A Complete Unknown, and I appreciate your continued interest in this great American artist and Nobel laureate songwriter. I welcome as well those with a lifetime familiarity with Bob who I believe will still find some important new ways to think about him and appreciate his work. Some of these may be controversial, but has he ever been noncontroversial?

			You could think of this book as a kind of follow-up, a how “things have changed” for a still incompletely known Bob Dylan.

			But don’t expect a chronology of biographical facts. There are books by Michael Gray and Clinton Heylin, among others, who have done that worthy task with super-max diligence.

			No, I wanted to do a book that focuses on him as a songwriter, and focuses closely on some aspects of his songwriting themes and memes that are likely to be little known yet highly relevant. Such as, for instance, the exploration of Dylan’s theodicy—a word not synonymous with theology, but a subdiscipline that focuses on evil, on the attempt to reconcile the persistence, often prevalence, of “radical evil” (Hannah Arendt’s initial term before she shifted to “banality”) with a supposedly benevolent God.

			A very serious side of Dylan, not his only preoccupation but an important one, implicitly or subtly evoked in more lyrics than you might think, and often key to understanding them more fully.

			One of my chapter titles sums it up: “Dylan’s Argument with God.”

			It may offend some, but I’ve long been an investigative type of writer who, when he discovers something unexamined or poorly examined, something not really given the attention it deserves, feels it would be in bad faith to conceal it for fear of controversy. Theodicy is something I’ve been studying with great Jewish and Christian theologians and philosophers ever since researching my book Explaining Hitler, a book that assesses the different reactions and rationales for that radical evil. If you doubt my belief that it was on Dylan’s mind, consider a long-overlooked quote in Dylan’s long-overlooked early attempt at a novel he called Tarantula. The Dylan quote in that book that struck me like a bolt from the blue was this: “Hitler didn’t change history / Hitler WAS history.” In other words, we live in a creation so pervaded by evil that its entire history is a reflection of Hitler more than a loving God.

			All this may have had major consequences in his life. His naked anger at the Old Testament God for not lifting a finger to save “His” people from the death camps. A failure even, especially, proudly pious Jews fail to offer a convincing defense of—His inexplicable and to some of us unforgivable absence during the Holocaust, or certainly a failure to intervene with his alleged superpowers.

			He was certainly aware of and has intervened (popular belief has it) in deciding Super Bowls. That anger at the Old Testament deity, I believe, is one of the sources of Dylan’s vulnerability to a born-again New Testament sect that hijacked his soul for several years.

			I say this as someone who spent a week talking with Dylan, often about God and evil, just a few months before this bar mitzvah boy’s shocking conversion into a ranting Christian preacher became known. Yes, there were personal troubles and professional pressures. We talked on Warner Bros. Burbank back lot, where Dylan was attempting to cut and loop the many thousands of feet of film footage into the film he called Renaldo and Clara.

			It was in part a Children of Paradise–like memoir/tribute to the world and the people of the Complete Unknown era that launched him into fame and glory, a film interspersed with sizzling, electrifying rock from the Rolling Thunder concert tour and a complex and confusing allegorical plotline that starred Bob, his soon-to-be-divorced “mystical wife,” Sara, and his longtime, part-time love, Joan Baez. What could go wrong? Well, for one thing, he couldn’t seem to cut it down further than four and a half hours, which eventually doomed it commercially. Warners hastily withdrew it from theaters after a few weeks, and Dylan, Inc. seemed to be doing everything to hide it ever after, although by now I believe it should be released at least for its curatorial value as a portrait of the artist as a tormented dreamer. And one mission I always had for this book was to arouse some enthusiasm to give Renaldo another life.

			I’ll mention one other discovery I’ve never seen dwelt upon before: a key aspect of Late Dylan songwriting, a metaphysical key I’ve found to unlock the often difficult-to-decipher Late Dylan lyrics. I began trying to understand why, when asked about his past performances, live or recorded, he seemed obsessed with the difference between sincerity and authenticity. And recurrently when asked about past performances or recordings, he insisted, “That wasn’t me,” “I’m not there,” “It ain’t me,” and the like. Following that clue led me to what I believe is the skeleton key to understanding the often apparently unintelligible “discontinuity of selves” of the philosophers, physicists, and even, especially, litterateurs like the Argentine fabulist and metaphysical savant Jorge Luis Borges. Call it a way of construing Late Dylan lyrics that opens the door to all of us getting more pleasure from them.

			Ironically, at its heart is a metaphysical thought experiment about a single frame in a filmstrip. The way an actor in a single cell in a strip of film metaphorically can’t know anything about the cell before them or the cell to come. They’re part of a discontinuous series of selves only given animation and a kind of life when the projector is turned on. I won’t try to explain the consequences of this here, but I connect it to the seemingly disconnected utterances of many Late Dylan songs in chapters to come.

			Dylan a metaphysician? See for yourself.

			There is much more that I’d have to write a book to contain. Oh look, I did. I’ve written a six-hundred-page book on Shakespeare (The Shakespeare Wars: Clashing Scholars, Public Fiascos, Palace Coups, Random House, 2006) that doesn’t scratch the surface, though I think you’re unlikely to find a better brief study of the variations in the early texts of his plays. And yes, Dylan is not Shakespeare, I feel the need to emphasize, he’s a songwriter who sometimes can suggest Shakespearean depths, if not heights.

			But I think I owe newcomers as well as old hands a brief introduction to your author.

			My Dylan experience began with that Joan Baez LP of Dylan covers and was stirred by his appearance and performance at Martin Luther King Jr.’s DC March. I had my share of crazy Highway 61–type Dylan road trips, ended up teaching his lyrics as poetry in a seminar as part of my Yale Graduate School fellowship, soon fled academia and became default Dylan correspondent at The Village Voice, and I had my life changed by that 1965 Forest Hills concert where Dylan debuted “Desolation Row” and his electric guitar backup band for the first time since the Newport Folk Festival uproar. I covered the opening 1974 “return” concert in Chicago, and later wrote essays (which you can google) on his memoir, Chronicles, a book I loved and admired as writer and former Village resident. Including a long disquisition in praise of “Up to Me,” the wonderful song dropped from the great Blood on the Tracks album, with my speculative conclusion (you can judge for yourself).[1]

			I guess I should mention my weeklong interview with Dylan is accorded the longest time he ever gave a journalist, a breed he often mocked (“You know something’s happening, but you don’t know what it is, do you, Mr. Jones?”). But I found him to be kind or at least tolerant as he chain-smoked his way through two or three hours a day answering my many questions nervously scrawled on yellow legal pads while I took occasional swallows from a pint of tequila I brought to steady my nerves. (These talks took place mostly in a tiny back-lot bungalow I thought of as a private barroom.)

			Anyway, I’ve been working on this book for years, and though I could not presume to write something knowledgeable enough to be a full-bore biography, I thought I could give you a book focused on those songs and his songwriting—and the theodicy and metaphysics of the persona they reflected.

			Thus, this.

			And just as a kind of coded signal to the Dylanologists, Bobolators, Dylanists (my choice cognomen), I was the one who, in that epic interview, got Bob to describe the sound he’d been seeking, which he memorably described to me as “That thin, that wild mercury sound.” What a wonderful phrase—“wild mercury”—soon stamped on bootlegs.

			He found it, that sound, and eventually things changed. That’s Dylan for you. Hard to pin down as a drop of mercury. Mercury, the fleet messenger god of Olympus; Shakespeare’s fast-talking wit, Mercutio; Dylan, mercurial to the end.

			May he stay forever young.

			
				SKIP NOTES

				
					1 See “It’s 30 Years Later! Bob Dylan’s Tracks Gloriously Bloody,” The New York Observer, July 12, 2004. Does the title derive from the title of the novel by Dylan friend and rival, Richard Fariña, who died in a motorcycle accident and whose first (and last) novel was called Been Down So Long It Looks Like UP TO ME? [capitalization mine]. Read David Hajdu’s great book on the youth of Dylan and Fariña, Positively 4th Street.
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			CHAPTER 1

			BOTH SIDES NOW

			You don’t have to be a Marxist to recognize that Marxist thought—and self-proclaimed Marxists—have had a profound impact on history.

			Similarly, one doesn’t have to be a Bob Dylan fan, one doesn’t have to like Bob Dylan at all, one does not have to possess what I like to call the Dylan receptor—an inordinate predisposition to his work—to recognize that his work has become a remarkably influential and reverberant phenomenon in the history of American culture. I want this to be a book for all parties.

			It is a landmark in the recent history of Jewish art, akin to the dark flowering of the Jewish American novel in the 1960s: Jewish art but—as the Swedish Academy recognized—with a wide multicultural reach.

			One doesn’t have to feel as Daniel Matt did. Matt is one of the foremost Jewish scholars of the twenty-first century; he is the dedicated translator of the Zohar from the medieval Aramaic and has published nine volumes so far of the fourteenth-century Kabbalist “book of illuminations.”

			I first discovered Matt’s enthusiasm about Dylan when I was apprised of an exchange of letters with Gershom Scholem, his mentor and renowned scholar of the Kabbalah in the previous century. I was alerted to the letters by the editor of The Jewish Review of Books, Abraham Socher. As a (relative) youth, Matt had been on a Wanderjahr traveling in the Himalayas and had written Scholem in Jerusalem asking, among other things, if he had heard the works of Bob Dylan.

			When I emailed Matt to ask him about the matter, I didn’t expect him—now a professor at the University of California, Berkeley, while he pursues his Zohar project—to have recalled or retained his youthful enthusiasm for Dylan or to speak of it so eloquently. “I used to worship Dylan,” he wrote back, and, though he no longer “worshipped” him, he did not disclaim his earlier enthusiasm. “I thought of him as Baba Di-lan, Aramaic for ‘our gateway’ to truth and wisdom. I always wanted Dylan to be very deeply Jewish whether or not he was,” Matt wrote. “I felt that he saw things in their stark reality, that his prophetic vision penetrated to the core of everything and his poetic genius enabled him to share that with others.”

			Stunning. But this is precisely what makes Dylan different, exceptional, and strikes a chord in so many—non-Jews as well.

			I suggest that this is perhaps an answer to the primal Passover question about Dylan: Why is this songwriter different from all other songwriters (if he is)—different enough to be awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, for instance?

			He is different, at least, for those who have the Dylan receptor. An element of what Matt felt is at the heart of those who have become Dylanists (a word I prefer to the irritating Dylanologist, with its scarcely concealed sneer embedded in it). So much so that it’s almost genetic. Like mediums, or sensitives, as the Victorians called them, Dylanists sense something eerie, numinous, almost otherworldly, as if the voice actually comes from another realm.

			And to some, it does come down to the voice. The sound of a particularly gifted cantor chanting soulfully, sonorously, underneath the lyrics, perhaps. We know that Dylan’s father, Abraham, imported a Brooklyn rabbi halfway across the country to distant snowbound Hibbing, Minnesota, for a full year so that he might give young Bobby Zimmerman bar mitzvah lessons. I sometimes think that millennia of dark and celebratory tonal inflections distilled and imparted at a particularly vulnerable age when the voice changes may have bequeathed something to an unusually receptive soul such as Dylan’s as much as early rock and roll and folk music.

			Or was the special sound the distilled strangeness of the Holy Land in upper Minnesota’s white-blanket apocalypse? In chapter two, I reprise Dylan telling me of the strangeness of looking out into the snow-blind whiteout winters and their mesmeric effect. Of the mystical “projections” he said he saw behind the snowy curtains.

			Or was this specialness the subtle, invisible, spectacular effects of the magnetic fields emanating from the Mesabi Iron Range mountains on whose slopes his suburb was perched? The Mesabi Range is said to have the greatest concentration of iron ore on the continent, a magnetizable concentration that is responsible for the frequent nighttime light shows put on by the aurora borealis, or northern lights. As the earth’s magnetosphere is sporadically drawn irresistibly, magnetically, down to the electrified particles in the stratosphere, a confluence creates a flashing, fluorescing, incandescent, old-fashioned jukebox effect that lights up the dome of the night sky with its glowing, pulsing colors. The night Dylan “went electric” is a phrase that would later have resonance in his career. The iron ore, as anyone who has seen the northern lights can tell you, was transmuted into awe. Dylan grew up with this thrilling phenomenon recurrently illuminating his nights.

			All this is carried on that rusty ore-cart voice that still drives some people mad. I believe it is precisely this numinous sonority underlying the words and music—and especially that raspy, nasty voice—that draws so many so powerfully to Dylan, at least initially. It carves a jagged path across the cortex with a rusty scalpel and sets him apart from other folk singers, such as Phil Ochs, and other rock stars, such as Mick Jagger. One can love them but not feel anything comparable. This makes Dylan different from just about every singer except Leonard Cohen. Indeed, it was Cohen—who might well have been on the Swedish Academy’s shortlist had it not been for Dylan’s presence—who had the best take on the controversy over Dylan’s Nobel Prize in Literature. Just a month before he died in November 2016, Cohen was recorded saying of the controversy, “Giving Dylan a Nobel Prize is like pinning a medal on Mount Everest that says ‘Best Mountain.’” In other words, the prize is irrelevant in that it doesn’t offer an explanation or an exegesis of his uniqueness.

			“I don’t know anyone like myself,” Dylan said to me in my interview of him in 1977; “I’ve got something different in my soul.”

			There is a story I’ve heard, which may or may not be apocryphal but which if not literally may be at least metaphorically true. The gist was that only a few world-class violinists have possessed the talent to make their violin sound—sing—like the human voice. Jascha Heifetz was said to be one, and the others all supposedly came from a certain small region of Czarist Russia (and by implication a certain genetic configuration). If Dylan’s voice singles him out, then those who are deeply affected by it, by more than just the lines of the lyrics, may be a larger but still select group.

			Other songwriters and other musicians who recognize this quality of Dylan’s voice are in utter awe of him. Some musicians tell about him introducing a song as it’s first played and the kind of psychic alchemy—or perhaps magnetic field?—of their being able to follow along by watching his fingertips once under his spell. To hear them speak of this, it’s almost as if Dylan is the musical equivalent of Isaac Bashevis Singer’s wonder-working rabbis.

			Of course, there are those, including many Jews, who lack the Dylan receptor—or, to abuse the biological model, who have a virtual immune response to Dylan, a wholesale allergic rejection. One can’t find fault in a reaction so deeply seated as to be ineradicable. I am not making an invidious distinction based on taste. When Scholem replied to Daniel Matt’s inquiry, he was dismissive: “I have no desire to listen to Desire [Dylan’s 1976 album],” he declared in a somewhat labored pun.

			These are the two poles faced by anyone writing about Dylan: those who adore, and those who abhor. And for those who adore, there is the great schism over his post–Jesus Freak period. Some stopped listening, or listened only to those pre-Jesus period classics. Few are neutral on the issue. I believe it is possible to love Dylan too much or in the wrong way. Which is why I can’t take the Dylanologist insistence that every word, every line, is perfect or an esoteric code we must crack. (I loathe the term Dylanologist, barely concealing as it does an ignorant sneer. Which is why I prefer the term Bobolators, after the “bardolators”—those who worship Shakespeare in a counterproductively indiscriminate way, a critique most cogently advanced in a London Review of Books essay by the great British critic Frank Kermode, who argued that we must be willing to say that Shakespeare on occasion wrote sloppily, even badly or incoherently, if we are to say he wrote with great sublimity for the most part with any credibility. The same with Dylan. I just have no patience for those who abuse close reading.)

			In Dylan’s polarizing period, one should be able to find some merit in the works. I have long realized that it is a waste of time to try to persuade someone to like Dylan’s songs. It is almost an innate thing, which is why I make the metaphoric suggestion of a Dylan receptor present in some, not others.

			Nevertheless, I want this to be a book that will be of interest not just to Dylanologists but also to those who wonder what the fuss is about.

			Two sure tipoffs to the fact you’re dealing with someone lacking a Dylan receptor: First, they’re willing to concede they “sort of” like “Lay Lady Lay,” Dylan’s worst, or at least most embarrassingly schlocky, song. Second, they will demand querulously: “You’re not saying he’s a poet, are you?”—as if they were defending civilization itself. “He’s NOT a poet!” No, he’s a songwriter, and yes, Homer was sung and Sappho was sung and William Blake was sung, but I sometimes can’t resist asking such agitated souls whether they’re familiar with the seventeenth-century Metaphysical poets and works such as John Donne’s “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” and Andrew Marvell’s “To His Coy Mistress.” (They almost never are, because they are almost always ignorant of poetry while feeling no compunction in declaring that Dylan is not a poet.)

			I mention Donne’s “Valediction” because it is a poem I found myself entranced by at about the same time—as a Yale undergraduate English literature student—that I came upon Dylan’s three early love songs, “Don’t Think Twice,” “One Too Many Mornings,” and “Boots of Spanish Leather.” All, in their own deeply moving yet complex ways, “valedictions, forbidding, mourning.”

			I found myself excited by the synergistic combination of their verbal ingenuity and romantic urgency—all in the key of regret. Dylan owns regret; no songwriter has made it a focus of such powerful, intense—and nuanced—lovelorn lyrics. Literature, the Swedish Academy correctly called it. (I’m only slightly embarrassed by having taught his lyrics as literature when I was a graduate Fellow at Yale a long time ago. Ahead of the curve.) But let’s face it, literature is both diverse and divisive; some favor Shelley, some Keats, and neither are wrong. (Well, in my mind there’s no contest: the answer is Byron.)

			My solution to the problem of two main audiences—one who will and one who won’t abide Dylan, one who adores and one who abhors—has been not to go over the well-trodden ground of previous biographies more than necessary and unless I have a perspective to add. Instead, I feel there are things that haven’t been said about Dylan’s impact on American and world culture. A focus on the intersection of the Dylan phenomenon and some currents of cultural history should be of interest—as with Marxism—whether you are a devotee or not.

			For instance, one question is how a Jewish artist of Dylan’s generation reacts to the Holocaust as he comes of age just fifteen years after it, when the work of forgetting has not yet given birth to the work of remembering. In Dylan’s early career, his repressed rage transmuted into a bleak, black, traumatized worldview, and the deep cynicism embedded in his ordinary language has outcroppings in his lyrics, such as the sudden naked emergence in a fragment of a poem he wrote that appears in his quasi-novel Tarantula: “Hitler didn’t change history / Hitler WAS history.”

			As someone who has written a book about scholarly attempts to “explain” Hitler, particularly in the light of theodicy—the role of a God in the face of the death camps—I may have come upon a rather radical formulation regarding Dylan’s impossibly dark view of the cosmos. When he was just twenty-five!

			This is all the more remarkable because Dylan grew up like I did (he was five years older) in the 1950s, when there was almost a deliberate desire to repress the memory of the Holocaust. Or to hide and disguise its raw truth under the verbal sign “six million.” (One of the unearned advantages I have in writing this book is that my life has been, for all practical purposes, coterminous with Dylan; my high school was a redbrick replica of his externally, and it was apparently a cultural simulacrum, like mine, of cheerleader/jock–Dobie Gillis, All-American High.)

			But my repression lasted longer (probably until after the 1961 Eichmann trial, which was when many Jews of my generation began to wake up to the reality behind “six million”). And Dylan’s awakening had greater consequences—one of them being, I believe, the root cause several decades later of his conversion to the God of the New Testament. In some distorted way it could be seen as an act of defiance against the Old Testament God, who was, as the great Jewish historian of the Holocaust Yehuda Bauer put it to me in Jerusalem, “conspicuous by His absence” from the death camps.

			Indeed, a persistent subtext of Dylan can be somewhat crudely explained by the way his generation of Jews felt itself caught in the vise of two holocausts: Hitler’s, just fifteen years in the past before the Eichmann trial began to open eyes in 1961, and the apparent onrushing nuclear holocaust that suddenly threatened in the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis. The entire Jewish-inflected, surreal, absurdist horror of the black humor movement, from Lenny Bruce to Joseph Heller (along with Dylan), can be seen as a product of the specter of these twin holocausts.

			Nonetheless, I refuse to rationalize or insist there is a continuum that unites the pre- and post-Jesus Dylan—that is, the Dylan who came before Jesus supposedly visited him in a Tucson, Arizona, motel room and sealed the grip of a Christian mind-control virtual brainwashing sect, and the Dylan after. (Just look at the robotic preacher of dogma visible in the YouTube videos haranguing and preaching and scolding his audiences at the time. I’ve preserved some transcripts; they are horrifying.)

			I believe the rock-critic sycophants seeking crumbs from the table of Dylan, Inc., such as liner-note commissions (and the glam Grammys-for-writers they portend), were disgracefully unwilling to come out and say what a terrible thing happened when this self-described Christian sect—the Vineyard Fellowship—got hold of a vulnerable Jewish soul. It reminded me of the ugly medieval “trials” that Jew-hating authorities would hold, pitting a “converted” Jew against his original religion represented by a poor scholar destined to lose not just the debate but often his life. In Dylan’s case, the cultural crime was the brainwashing and negation of an important Jewish-inflected voice in the culture.

			But instead, Dylan specialists offer various sophistry-filled attempts to claim Jewish Dylan and Christian Dylan was all a “continuum.” This disgrace is now palpably visible in the YouTube videos of Dylan preaching grim New Testament (Book of Revelation, mainly) Hell and damnation to “concert audiences” for the three years he surrendered his mind and soul to the shackles of the sect. No wonder, after he somehow escaped this bondage, that he included no fewer than three versions of one of his post-Jesus songs—“Mississippi”—on his tellingly titled retrospective Tell Tale Signs compilation.

			It is sad to hear him sing/confess in that song. “Only one thing I done wrong,” he intones tragically to a sonorous blues line, “stayed in Mississippi a day too long.” Yes, Mississippi, that slave, lynching, and Jim Crow state, a place of shackles. In this song’s allegory, they stand for the mental shackles Dylan wore too long. He also tells us that, despite his escape, there are lasting scars: “You can always come back, but you can’t come back all the way.”

			We are fortunate; many converts of mind-control sect in the 1970s and 1980s that captured 1960s rebels never came back at all, and so the allegorical account Dylan gives of his struggle to embrace the world in the wake of his bondage is something that I pay close attention to in his autobiography, Chronicles: Volume One, especially the overlooked Sun Pie episode. He knows and wants us to know that this was a terrible period for the part of him that still heard the “chimes of freedom.” I just can’t abide those who defend the mental equivalent of slavery. It was the low point of his life.

			And then there is an overlooked high point, if we’re considering the intersection of Dylan with contemporaneous cultural currents: the women’s liberation movement. Second-wave feminism, with its focus on consciousness raising in addition to equality issues (“the personal is political”), was born at about the same time that Dylan first became a cult figure. I think there was a connection; Dylan benefited from the women’s movement. I was there, you might say; my colleagues at The Village Voice were several of the most influential writers of the early women’s movement, such as Susan Brownmiller, Sally Kempton, and Vivian Gornick. Most notably, Ellen Willis, the brilliant cultural critic who was a cofounder of New York Radical Feminists, wrote eloquently about Dylan in her role as music writer for The New Yorker and other publications.

			This has shaped my belief that the recognition of Dylan’s distinctiveness was at least in part the product of the way intelligent women responded early on to Dylan’s lyrics and the complexity and respect his portraits of women and love offered, a depth that went beyond the moon/June “American songbook” template. My belief was reinforced when I read Willis’s persuasive Dylan essays—and, if I may add some personal testimony, when I met one of the original radical feminists, a founding member of the Redstocking Collective, over an exchange of Dylan lyrics (“love at first cite,” I like to recall it), and we lived together for three years. Dylan was the soundtrack to our emotional lives.

			In fact, I believe Dylan became the soundtrack to the emotional lives of many couples as his work grew deeper and more nuanced and powerful.

			DYLAN AND THE HISTORY OF LOVE

			I’m not sure Dylan has been given his due as a figure in the modern history of love. Perhaps the most persuasive evidence of this is the efflorescing number of babies first-named Dylan. It’s a safe guess that many of these are children conceived during or because of Dylan love songs. (I had never met a person named Dylan before the early 1980s—twenty years or so after he started recording—when they suddenly began appearing all over the map.) There is probably no greater tribute to a songwriter’s love songs.

			But I believe there is something about Dylan’s love songs that earn him a special place in the modern history of love. People I know have told me Dylan has taken them deeper, to more intimate entanglements. It may have something to do with the rhapsodic way his songs embody the loss of love, the regret, the remorse, the memory, and the pain rather than the skipping-through-rainbow-puddles stage of love or the rigid funeral march of the blues. It’s his songs making the feelings of love and loss of love real and immediate again. It makes that which was lost painfully inescapable. A way of expressing—and evading—finality.

			Tom Stoppard made playful fun of the idea of “the invention of love” in his comic drama of the same title, singling out the nineteenth-century poet pedant A. E. Housman for his insistence that one could trace the Western experience of love to the Roman poet Catullus. Having painfully and lovingly translated Catullus, and having been, despite the difficulty, held in awe by how powerful his transmittal of passion was (Odi et amo!), I can understand what Housman is saying, however ahistorical the claim is.

			How wonderful it is for Catullan lyrics to have survived and sustained themselves over two millennia, an object lesson in the continuity of human nature. I am glad to see him so honored. Though, of course, Housman’s rapture shockingly leaves in the shadows the greatness of Sappho, a thousand years earlier, evident in just a few fragments as old as Homer. Yet as young in spirit as Patti Smith.

			Going forward, one must acknowledge the other chief contenders for the title of the invention of love: the Provençal troubadours of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries whose mystical adulterous passionate chastity was celebrated (celibated?) by C. S. Lewis (The Allegory of Love) and Denis de Rougemont (Love in the Western World) as the locus of the modern world’s “invention.” Perhaps Dylan’s magnetic odes—sparked by the northern lights of his childhood—empowered his lyrics in a Zohar-like “book of illuminations” way. A light for lovers.

			Although I would not go so far as to ascribe to Dylan the reinvention of love, I believe he took it both to a higher level and a full fathom five deeper than the slough of dullardism it had sunk to in the 1950s. For myself, I’ve found that the most resonant recent line that gestures toward what Dylan has been doing is the one that give an ambiguous close to Philip Larkin’s remarkable poem “An Arundel Tomb.”

			For those unfamiliar with this long lyrical work, the poet stumbles upon the worn six-hundred-year-old stone-carved dual funeral casket of the fourteenth earl of Arundel and his wife. A stone casket whose lid features an armed knight (the earl) and his wife holding hands side by side, a worn and flat image on the top of the casket. One little detail arrests Larkin’s poet “with a sharp tender shock.”

			The earl is depicted garbed head to toe in chainmail armor, including mailed gloves, but he seems to have removed one glove—the one closest to his wife’s side—so that he can grasp his wife’s hand flesh to flesh (albeit flesh rendered in stone, of course). Was that ungloving, loving impulse true to life, or was it some figment of the stone carver’s imagination? The poet can’t decide what to think about this apparent six-century-old gesture of love. Did the stonemason create the gesture out of whole cloth—was it his romantic imagination—or was it commissioned?

			In other words, how authentic was it? Which brings us to another cultural preoccupation that has been an abiding, even obsessive, concern in Dylan’s work. Authenticity versus sincerity.

			It seems to me that, for Dylan himself, authenticity had to pass two tests: That a work of art acknowledged the death-camp world in which it was set—that it took into account an honest theodicy and awareness that any invocation of God was posed by theodicy, the question of the apparent absence of God in Auschwitz. And secondly, that it did not suffer from the disease of performance, or the necessity to create an illusion, to mime authentic feeling night after night after any and all authenticity had been wrung from it. He distinguished between authenticity and performative sincerity.

			Dylan seems very serious about this, and he returns to it over and over in interviews. When one interviewer, Mikal Gilmore, asked him about an earlier performance of one of his songs, he insisted, “that person doesn’t exist.” Other formulations were “that’s not me,” “he’s not there” (which is the title of Todd Haynes’s film about various incarnations of Dylan), and, of course, “it ain’t me.” The cumulative impression is of someone embarrassed by essentially tricking emotion from his listeners with the falsification that is sincerity.

			Indeed, the strict logic of this critique of performance made every iteration of the original songwriter’s manuscript a betrayal of itself. Which is why I try to explain in a later chapter in this book the parallel between Dylan’s spiky insistence that he never existed before and a metaphysical thought experiment proposed by Jorge Luis Borges, who liked to play with the idea of the discontinuity of the self. Borges’s idea was that we are an infinite succession of discontinuous selves that exist like the still photos on a reel of film, and only when run at twenty-four frames per second does it give the illusion—but only the illusion—of continuous movement.

			I believe Dylan was driven to declare the discontinuity of the self with a kind of metaphysical desperation. It makes it seem, in most cases, the person performing whatever song has been sung before—that person has never sung the song before, so as to give the impression (or give the convincing illusion) of the words leaping from him freshly minted. He hated (or so he said) miming sincerity as opposed to expressing authenticity. This was the kind of thing the great Shakespearean director Peter Brook demanded of his actors—as the purpose of rehearsal—that they would get to the point of giving the impression in performance (indeed, feel the reality) of Shakespeare’s words being the only and inevitable ones they could utter—words coming to mind for the first time onstage because of what was happening onstage, not because of what happened in the play, script, or rehearsal.

			Authenticity, like the Holocaust, like the mystery of love Dylan paid tribute to and investigated, was an abiding preoccupation for him. He was himself consciously inauthentic when he first began to perform, and not just regarding the change of name (which was chosen not in reference to Dylan Thomas, as he insisted to me in our interview, but, as he would later aver, to Marshall Dillon from the 1950s television Western Gunsmoke). However, creating a folkie, hobo, train-hopping Woody Guthrie–like persona was a work of genius only while it worked, before it was exposed. How long, one wonders, would he have sustained it?

			It’s worth recalling a couple of ways he presented himself, constructing his myth when he first came to New York:

			
				Yeah, well, I was with a carnival when I was about thirteen and I used to travel with a carnival—all kinds of shows.

				[Where?] All around the Midwest. Uh, Gallup, New Mexico, then to Texas, and then…Lived in Gallup, New Mexico, and…

				—Billy James interview, October 1961

				I traveled with the carnival when I was about thirteen years old. All the way up to [when] I was nineteen. Every year, off and on, I joined different carnivals.

				—Oscar Brand Radio Show, October 29, 1961 (aired November 4)

			

			All untrue, of course; he had an all-American suburban high school career. But there was nothing dishonest about his love of what has famously been called “the carnivalesque” in literature (by Mikhail Bakhtin) and in America. Although sometimes I wonder if his circus/carnival imagery may in some way echo the fact that the horrifying Duluth lynching his father told him about involved traveling circus workers, their marginality making them even more vulnerable to ill winds of murderous racial malevolence.

			But then came the first price of fame: a splashy article in Newsweek (about a year after those first “carnival” interviews) exposed the mostly suburban banality of Dylan’s youth. I think the shock of this exposure is underestimated. Biographers tend to treat it as something Dylan shrugged off, but it could just as well have been mortifying to him in the close-knit folk community so devoted to authenticity.

			Perhaps it was precisely this exposure of his inauthenticity that was at the root of his later fanaticism, to the deepest metaphysical core of his being, about authenticity. He was preoccupied with being “genuinely” authentic, not merely folk-sincere.

			And authenticity was the watchword of the folk-music world, a profession of authenticity he eventually violently rejected. He was irritated enough to tell Nat Hentoff in 1966, “Folk music is a bunch of fat people.”

			To return to the fourteenth earl of Arundel and Larkin’s poem. An abyss of doubt about the authenticity of love and its representation and expression opens up for the poet when he sees the stone-carved hands clasp. He closes provisionally on a semifamous final line in “An Arundel Tomb”: “What will survive of us is love.”

			For those who know Larkin’s work, even the provisional affirmation is almost shocking. He’s already skeptical in the poem (just the stonemason’s fantasy?), and in his letters he goes further, seeming to shy away in something like embarrassment, even mortification, from this unaccustomed moment of affirmation. In his letters, Larkin doubts the wisdom of the apparent oversentimentality of the final lines but stops just short of the way W. H. Auden retracted his affirmation when he banned any publication of his poem “September 1, 1939” if it contained its original final line—“We must love one another or die”—Auden having become so mortified by the greeting-card sentiment it suggested.

			But Larkin, like Dylan, seems more divided, or he has a different question: “What will survive of us is love” doesn’t necessarily mean what will survive our death, though that’s perplexing in itself. Rather, what will survive our parting, our loss of one another, our connection during life? Where did what was love go? Is it like an indestructible energy field, a magnetic field, an invisible matrix of entanglement of two particles (lovers) that remains radiant? Or is its radiance a flaring across the night sky, like the northern lights—momentary incandescence that disappears into the dome of the night? Is love a structure of energy, a disturbance in the Force that persists even after separation, even if the particles are no longer entwined, their spin no longer aligned? Larkin’s phrase says, “What will survive of us is love”; Dylan’s love songs ask, What is the “what”?

			And does love survive in Dylan’s songs only in an anguished afterlife, only when it is “authentic,” not performative or staged? Or is all love performative, staged according to cultural templates from the Catullan to the Provençal to the ecstatic, Dylanesque, rhapsodic Large Hadron Colliders of emotion?

			This leads us to another example of the intersectional questions raised by Dylan’s work: his abiding, career-long preoccupation with the question of authenticity and appropriation on many levels in a culture now presided over—and divided by—a “reality show” host. This makes the question of how one defines the authenticity of “reality” of even greater moment and urgency. Is realness defined by the triumph of the will (of the interpreter-performer) that makes it so?

			Dylan has always exhibited a peculiar kind of performance anxiety—the reluctance to mime authentic emotion when performing an “emotional” song, for instance, usually a love song. But can the anger in “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll” be sustained with authentic fidelity to the original impulse, done dozens and dozens of times? Few other singers seem as preoccupied with this problem.

			Is the feeling that Dylan seems to summon up so powerfully for listeners “real,” is it “sincere,” is there an unbridgeable gulfs between sincerity and authenticity? We see it first—the joy in perceived authenticity—in his claimed elation at the discovery of the authenticity of Woody Guthrie’s songs. But at the end of his career, in a communiqué to the Nobel Prize Committee, Dylan has a surprise about the reality of that relationship to Guthrie. The question persists through songs like “Is Your Love in Vain?”—always demanding to know whether what’s lost was real. We also see it in his initial attraction to the folk-music scene, with its concern for a definition of authenticity that boils down to precise replication of once-authentic original versions of Scottish and English Child Ballads (a collection of largely pre-Renaissance works published by Victorian curator Francis James Child).

			Dylan’s shift to rock and roll of the sort he heard on post-midnight radio as a preteen was more authentic, closer to the American musical roots represented by Buddy Holly’s fusion/collage of hillbilly country and Black R&B. Was anything truly authentic, or was it “roots” all the way down, or was Lead Belly, whose back-country Black blues Dylan discovered as a youth, the only one who could claim to be truly authentic? Perhaps listening only to Lead Belly and imitating him was a dead end for a white boy in search of authenticity. But with that fantastic fusion represented by “Like a Rolling Stone,” at last he’d found a way to attain his own signature authentic self.

			Listen to the literally visceral way Dylan describes the breakthrough to his own authenticity in writing “Like a Rolling Stone”:

			
				I found myself writing this song, this story, this long piece of vomit about twenty pages long, and out of it I took “Like a Rolling Stone” and made it as a single. And I’d never written anything like that before and it suddenly came to me that that was what I should do, you know. I mean, nobody had ever done that before.

				—Martin Bronstein interview, CBC Radio, February 20, 1966

			

			That was the goal: to astonish himself with something “nobody had ever done…before.” This was true authenticity (as opposed to sincerity).

			And what was his ultimate resolution of the conflict between authentic affirmation and the defiant accusation of theodicy? Affirmation of love’s authentic survival. Accusation of God’s authentic failure. A conflict only rarely resolved. His anthemic works, such as “Every Grain of Sand,” contain both affirmation and accusation. The phrase “every grain of sand” can be found in the Bible, in Blake, and in I. B. Singer’s astonishing Magician of Lublin (another work I believe Dylan must have come across in his first years in New York City when he was couch surfing in the apartments of Village autodidacts) with its persistent subtext of anguished theodicy. Indeed, Dylan is as much like the shape-shifting escape artist Yasha in Singer’s Magician as he is the conflict-torn prince in Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

			Which brings me to another example of a cultural preoccupation: Dylan was obsessed with being torn between affirmation and accusation. He resolves this conflict without really resolving it by allowing the two to coexist and conflict within each song. His best songs offer a quasi-spiritual life, an affirmation that is undermined by an accusation. Dylan’s pervasive dark theodicy subverts the ecstatic mode so many find appealing. The accusation is one that Jewish theologians have wrestled with for centuries: that a just and loving God cannot be reconciled with the pervasiveness of evil and suffering in the world.

			The affirmation, the ecstatic side of him, can be found in some of his love songs but even more so in a few anthems like “Forever Young” and “Wedding Song” and in some masterpieces that—as I ultimately conclude—don’t so much resolve but contain the contradiction. An anthem such as “Every Grain of Sand,” in which God is responsible for good and evil, makes it a song of both affirmation and accusation.

			How does Dylan’s Jesus period fit in? Was it an aspect of his search for authenticity? I was there—face-to-face with him at the peak of his anguish, there on the Warner Bros. Burbank back lot—to see the vicious crosscurrents, personal and professional, that set him up for some kind of breakdown. I could sense his desperation for some source (even an arbitrary source) of authenticity. No, I don’t forgive the evangelical group that took advantage of a man in pain by seducing him into their mind-control community. They were not offering comfort to him, not even submission to Christ so much as submission to them, their narrow harrowing hellfire preaching against almost all of humanity but themselves. No one else’s but theirs was the way to be authentically “saved.” They turned him into an automaton. And few spoke out against this scandal.

			I should probably briefly discuss the authenticity of my own Dylan affiliation, if that’s what you want to call it (anything but Dylanologist)—my “conversion,” as I clumsily called it when Dylan himself asked me why I liked his music or what I liked about it. It was one of the few times during our week of interviews in 1977 that he expressed an interest in his interlocutor. Not that
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