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Preface

Welcome to the second edition of Writing Dylan: The Songs of a Lonesome Traveler. It’s been a long time since 2005. So many things have happened over the past 13 years: new songs, revealing interviews and commentaries, hundreds of performances, and a Nobel Prize to name but a few. The albums Modern Times, Together through Life, and Tempest join comprehensive boxed sets capturing the Basement Tapes, the 1966 Tour, studio outtakes from 1965 to 1966, the gospel years, and so much more to advance our knowledge of Bob Dylan’s historic career. Dylan’s speeches for the 2015 MusiCares “Person of the Year” award and in response to the 2016 Nobel Prize in Literature complement assorted interviews to deepen our understanding of this uniquely American artist. So much has transpired that a second edition is surely warranted.

But one thing hasn’t changed. Just as I opened the first edition by praising Eric Levy’s invaluable contributions, I begin this effort with more of the same. This time, however, I cut to the chase and dedicate the work to Eric. It’s simple, friends. This book would not be here without Eric Levy. Everybody needs a Book Whisperer—and I have mine. Thanks, Eric!

While this second edition sticks to the first installment’s argument that Bob Dylan orchestrated seven independent missions across his career, the presentation of that framework has changed, I hope, for the better. The original portrayal of the Dylan persona in terms of distinct components (e.g., “Bobby Zimmerman,” “Bob Dillon,” and “Bob Dylan,” etc.) has been removed. The idea remains but the expression is simplified for the sake of clarity. Much of the material pertaining to Dylan’s working method has been moved from the original closing chapter to its own section that is presented before the lifework. By having that information up front, I think you’ll be better prepared for the unfolding story. It also provides a template through which we may engage the songwriting. Not only has the book been updated with all of the post-2005 material, a new chapter has been added that specifically addresses Dylan’s concert tours from 1988 to 2018. “The Show” is such an integral part of Bob’s art that it requires its own treatment. The laureate’s dogged determination to advance his career and to keep his songwriting alive is a courageous, inspiring—and, ultimately, defining—story. Otherwise, I’ve generally revised and extended my remarks throughout the volume. Enjoy!

As with the first edition, I do all of this with an emphasis on the art over all other considerations. Thanks to my colleagues at Bob Dylan Music, I have access to a Nobel Prize winning body of work. It was an honor before and it’s even more so now. As a result, I’ve tried to stay in my lane. The biographers cover their ground. The musicologists tackle their interests. And the Dylanologists have lots to share. It’s all good. But I’m on a different journey. I use personal information only where warranted. I probe into the art’s possible antecedents only as necessary. Instead, I offer a narrative interpretation of the lifework. And, as we all know, Bob Dylan is an accomplished storyteller. That he systematically deploys specific storytelling signatures in strategic ways is my personal gold mine. My job is to share that yield with you. It promises to be a mother lode.

That job has certainly benefited from a host of contributors, and I must thank everyone who helped along the way. That list begins with Jeff Rosen, David Beal, and everybody at Bob Dylan Music. Jeff Rosen made this work possible. His trust is so inspiring. He does a great job of marshalling Bob Dylan’s historic resources and representing his client. Dylan’s lifework is in capable hands, and everybody benefits from that professionalism. Thanks, Jeff!

I must also say that anything I do with music criticism owes a tremendous debt to Nicola Joss and Pete Townshend. Nicola kept this whole thing rolling, and Pete’s generosity brought it all home. Nic and Pete are world-class people. I love them dearly. Thanks again, Nicola and Pete!

Another thank-you goes out to Praeger and Catherine Lafuente for once again supporting the project. Catherine’s enthusiasm is so motivational. I hope this makes her proud. I also want to thank Suchitra Raghavalu and the fine folks at Amnet Systems for their assistance in preparing the manuscript. Great work everybody!

Special thanks go out to the Bob Crew: the adorable Donna Rizzo, Mark “Bu” Baitinger, Brent and Mary Tebeau, and two extraordinarily loyal people, Klaus and Claudia Ahl. I also want to thank Rob Fox and Dave Sloane for “Rocky” and their kind support. Special thanks go out to Sudesh “Bob” Kedar and the patient people of Plantation Pointe: Janice, Sneaky Jet, Elaine, Dr. Cookie, and Charlie. So many world-class people! Thank you all so very much. And, finally, I must repeat what I said in the first edition when I dedicated that volume to my professors at Ohio State: James L. Golden, Jack Douglas, William Brown, and Joe Foley. As they say, they’re responsible but not to blame. OH-IO.

Genius is a freakish force of nature. It’s anything but subtle. It yells at you. When you sit in its aftermath, you feel the transformational power of ultimate achievement. It’s an amazing experience. But genius does one thing above all others: it tells its own story. Lay out the work, step back, and shut up. The art speaks for itself, and I try to frame it in terms of the functional conditions that produced it. That too is self-evident. It’s also a good story. Yep, genius is rarely subtle. It systematically screams.

This book is about genius. Look out, kid.


 




The Nobel

October 13, 2016, was a great day for American art. It was also a special moment in music history. For the first time since 1993, an American won the Nobel Prize in Literature. For the first time ever, a musician won this prestigious award. All of that culminated in the 2016 prizewinner: American musician Bob Dylan. That convergence contributed mightily to the award’s significance. It was, indeed, a great day for American art.

The press release from the permanent secretary of the Swedish Academy, Sara Danius, simply states: “The Nobel Prize in Literature for 2016 is awarded to Bob Dylan ‘for having created new poetic expressions within the great American song tradition.’” The statement praises both the artist and his uniquely American art form. And it initiated a firestorm of responses, as Ben Sisario, Alexandra Alter, and Sewell Chan’s article for The New York Times indicates: “Mr. Dylan, 75, is the first musician to win the award, and his selection on Thursday is perhaps the most radical choice in a history stretching back to 1901. In choosing a popular musician for the literary world’s highest honor, the Swedish Academy, which awards the prize, dramatically redefined the boundaries of literature, setting off a debate about whether song lyrics have the same artistic value as poetry or novels.”

Secretary Danius attempted to get ahead of the story in her remarks to The Guardian’s Hannah Ellis-Petersen and Alison Flood when she stated it was not a “difficult decision” and expressed the academy’s hope that “the news would be received with joy.” The secretary explained: “We’re really giving it to Bob Dylan as a great poet—that’s the reason we awarded him the prize. He’s a great poet in the great English tradition, stretching from Milton and Blake onwards. And he’s a very interesting traditionalist, in a highly original way. Not just the written tradition, but also the oral one; not just high literature, but also low literature.” She continued: “I came to realise that we still read Homer and Sappho from ancient Greece, and they were writing 2,500 years ago. They were meant to be performed, often together with instruments, but they have survived, and survived incredibly well, on the book page. We enjoy [their] poetry, and I think Bob Dylan deserves to be read as a poet.” When asked by The New York Times if this decision involved “a broadening in the definition of literature,” Danius replied, “The times they are a-changing, perhaps.”

Literary opinions gushed from that starting point. The Guardian cites Oxford professor Seamus Perry’s view that Dylan’s talent compares to Alfred Lord Tennyson and “former poet laureate” Andrew Motion’s claim that the award represents “a wonderful acknowledgement of Dylan’s genius” in that “for 50 and some years he has bent, coaxed, teased and persuaded words into lyric and narrative shapes that are at once extraordinary and inevitable.” That article also reports Irvine Welsh’s harsh assertion that “this is an ill-conceived nostalgia award wrenched from the rancid prostates of senile, gibbering hippies” and Hari Kunzru’s cynical quip: “This feels like the lamest Nobel win since they gave it to Obama for not being Bush.”

The New York Times joins in the fun with Rabih Alameddine’s sarcasm that “Bob Dylan winning a Nobel in Literature is like Mrs. Fields being awarded 3 Michelin stars. . . . This is almost as silly as Winston Churchill” (citing Churchill’s 1953 award for his oratory) and Jodi Picoult’s coy comment: “I’m happy for Bob Dylan, #ButDoesThisMeanICanWinAGrammy?” On the other hand, The Times presents former U.S. poet laureate Billy Collins’s opinion that Dylan’s work transcends songwriting: “Bob Dylan is in the 2 percent club of songwriters whose lyrics are interesting on the page even without the harmonica and the guitar and his very distinctive voice. I think he does qualify as poetry.”

The comment of the day, however, belongs to Will Self. Self told The Guardian that Dylan should follow French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre’s example and refuse the award. Self explained: “My only caveat about the award is that it cheapens Dylan to be associated at all with a prize founded on an explosives and armaments fortune, and more often awarded to a buggins whose turn it is than a world-class creative artist. Really, it’s a bit like when Sartre was awarded the Nobel—he was primarily a philosopher, and had the nous to refuse it. Hopefully Bob will follow his lead.”

Such was the world’s reaction to this historic announcement. Interestingly, while all of these celebrities were casting their votes on his award, the Nobel laureate was silently on tour in, of all places, Las Vegas. What are the odds? Instead of following tradition and conducting a press event to announce the news, Dylan simply went about his scheduled business with his band. Here we gain some insight as to what it’s like to be Bob Dylan. When Bob took the stage that night, everyone anxiously awaited some response to the award. They found it.

Before Dylan’s concerts, the stagehands place his electric guitar on a guitar stand off to the side between drummer George Recile and guitarist Stu Kimball. It just sits there every night. Dylan never plays it. But on this Nevada night, Bob picked it up for the song “Simple Twist of Fate.” To be sure, it was a rare treat for that audience, but when it was interpreted as a statement of appreciation for the 2016 Nobel Prize in Literature, well, that’s what it’s like to be “Dylan.” Bob didn’t say a word that night. There was no acknowledgment of that day’s events in any shape or form. Yet, that didn’t stop people from saying that he did.

The story assumes a comical tone at this point. Newspapers around the globe hounded Dylan’s silence. Members of the Swedish Academy conveyed their dismay. According to an April 2, 2017, report in The Guardian, academy member Per Wastberg called Dylan “impolite” and “arrogant.” Others followed suit. Rumors were everywhere. While it appears that all of the fuss was merely a miscommunication, the media propagated a more sinister story. Dylan’s home state newspaper contributed as well. Writing for the Minneapolis Star Tribune, Jamie Lorentzen subscribed to Will Self’s logic when he announced “it’s one thing to be awarded the Nobel, it’s another to accept it.” This piece also maintains that the “Masters of War” author should follow Jean-Paul Sartre’s lead and refuse the award: “Dylan could, in other words, honor the award in some way for the sake of all the songwriters who feel ennobled by Dylan being awarded such an honor—but not accept the award on the grounds of his forever after being associated with (and thereby tacitly endorsing) the origins of the institution of the Nobel awards, which includes a ‘master of war’ who ‘built to destroy.’” Again, since the Nobel family made its fortune in the armament industry, it would be hypocritical for the author of an antiarmament song to accept the award. What can you say?

Such is Bob Dylan’s world.

Eventually, the dust cleared, Dylan acknowledged the honor to everybody’s apparent satisfaction, and he announced that he would be unable to attend the December 10, 2016, Nobel Banquet due to a scheduling conflict. This, too, received more than its fair share of scrutiny. In his place, the U.S. ambassador to Sweden, Azita Raji, read a letter from the recipient and Patti Smith performed the Dylan composition “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall.” In a setting that reminds me of the Beatles’ performance before the Queen of England, during which John Lennon advised the audience to “rattle their jewelry” instead of applauding, Smith faced a daunting task. When she stumbled during the song, covered her face with her hands in embarrassment, and sweetly apologized for her nervousness, the audience’s response brought a lovingly human element to an extremely formal event.

Ambassador Raji’s performance not only was flawless but also demonstrated that the winner of the 2016 Nobel Prize in Literature was a master rhetorician as well. Reprinted in Rolling Stone and thousands of other outlets, Dylan’s brief acceptance letter is gracious, humble, and respectfully combative in its response to the debate over his art’s place in the literary world. After greeting his audience and apologizing for his absence, Dylan declared: “If someone had ever told me that I had the slightest chance of winning the Nobel Prize, I would have to think that I’d have about the same odds as standing on the moon.” He praised previous winners (“Kipling, Shaw, Thomas Mann, Pearl Buck, Albert Camus, Hemingway”) and expressed his awe over being included among such talent. Then he launched his argument:

I was out on the road when I received this surprising news, and it took me more than a few minutes to properly process it. I began to think about William Shakespeare, the great literary figure. I would reckon he thought of himself as a dramatist. The thought that he was writing literature couldn’t have entered his head. His words were written for the stage. Meant to be spoken not read. When he was writing Hamlet, I’m sure he was thinking about a lot of different things: “Who’re the right actors for these roles?” “How should this be staged?” “Do I really want to set this in Denmark?” [audience laughter] His creative vision and ambitions were no doubt at the forefront of his mind, but there were also more mundane matters to consider and deal with. “Is the financing in place?” “Are there enough good seats for my patrons?” “Where am I going to get a human skull?” I would bet that the farthest thing from Shakespeare’s mind was the question “Is this literature.”

Dylan continued by recounting his early days as a songwriter, his youthful ambitions, and his dream of one day making a record and hearing his song on the radio. He proudly proclaimed, “Well, I’ve been doing what I set out to do for a long time, now.” After recording “dozens” of albums and performing before audiences around the globe, Dylan reported the joys of success and his appreciation for this honor. He argued: “But, like Shakespeare, I too am often occupied with the pursuit of my creative endeavors and dealing with all aspects of life’s mundane matters. ‘Who are the best musicians for these songs?’ ‘Am I recording in the right studio?’ ‘Is this song in the right key?’ Some things never change, even in 400 years. Not once have I ever had the time to ask myself, ‘Are my songs literature?’”

With that, the 2016 Nobel laureate closed his remarks by thanking the Swedish Academy “both for taking the time to consider that very question, and, ultimately, for providing such a wonderful answer.” Dylan’s rhetoric was impeccable. He overwhelmed his oppressors while ingratiating his immediate audience. His humility, respect, and joy framed that signature response. I submit, from Dylan’s point of view, it would be difficult to improve on his comments.

As Bob Dylan and His Band opened a spring 2017 European tour in Stockholm, Sweden, the Nobel laureate paused to accept his award before his April 1st concert (also attended by several academy members). The Guardian cites a “blog post” from Secretary Danius that reports “a private ceremony” involving 12 academy members, Dylan, and a member of his staff occurred in which “spirits were high” and “champagne was had.” One academy member, Klas Östergren, told the Associated Press that the ceremony “went very well indeed” and that he found Dylan to be “a very nice, kind man.” Nobel recipients are required to provide a lecture, which that Guardian piece describes as “anything from a short speech to a performance, a video broadcast or even a song.” Dylan issued a recorded lecture that fulfilled his obligation in June 2017.

As they closed their report on Dylan’s Nobel Prize, Ellis-Petersen and Flood cited the 2008 comments of academy member Horace Engdahl (at that time the permanent secretary of the prize jury). Engdahl asserted that American artists are simply not Nobel material because “the US is too isolated, too insular” and Americans “don’t translate enough and don’t really participate in the big dialogue of literature.” For Engdahl, “that ignorance is restraining.” The article ended by noting the irony.

April 1, 2017, was another great day for American art. The artist who directly personifies the remote, isolated qualities Engdahl decried received the world’s greatest literary honor. He not only exemplifies the traits Engdahl condemned, they are the basis for his art. As he told Melody Maker’s Robert Shelton in 1978, “Creatively, I couldn’t live anywhere but America, because I understand the tone behind the language there. . . . I feel at home in America . . . because, as primitive as it is, I still can create from America. All my feelings come out of America.” “That ignorance”—as “primitive” as it may appear to be—overcame its perceived restraints, fueled this artist’s creativity, and propelled him to the top of the literary world. Yes, it was a fine day, indeed.


 




Bob’s Story

Welcome to the methodical world of our willful Nobel laureate, Bob Dylan. As he noted in his acceptance message, like the dramatist William Shakespeare, Dylan systematically orchestrated the “mundane matters” of his art to achieve his “creative vision and ambitions.” He coordinated his appearance, set design, musical approach, and songwriting in service of specific objectives. In fact, Bob started writing songs because he needed something to perform. Dylan needed a script that complemented his music, costuming, and staging. And just like Shakespeare’s scripts, the results represent internationally acclaimed literature. This book presents that award-winning work.

Our story begins with biography. Here I examine Dylan’s formative years by focusing on the influences that shaped his unfolding artistry. Assuredly, there is a herd of biographers on Planet Dylan. Leading the way is The New York Times reporter who wrote the review that launched Bob’s career, Robert Shelton. Shelton is the only biographer to spend significant time with Dylan’s family. Other biographers talked with friends, lovers, teachers, classmates, and more; however, no other writer befriended the artist’s parents. Consequently, he offers insights unavailable elsewhere. Robert Shelton is the bell cow in this herd of biographers.

Dylan’s biographers are an interesting crew. Anthony Scaduto wrote the first installment and he gave sources fake names to shield their identities. That’s weird: a book based on unnamed sources from a crime reporter. Clinton Heylin not only provides a 700-page biography and a thorough treatment of Dylan’s studio work, he offers a day-by-day account of his life from 1941 to 1995. That’s incredible. Our bell cow had the best access, yet he generated a wildly uneven work that required over 20 years to complete. That Dylan’s official historian (Sean Wilentz) publicly doubted the authenticity of Bob’s autobiography (Chronicles) says everything (during a November 15, 2009, symposium on “The Inventions of Bob Dylan”). There are times when this stuff appears to be a game of “telephone” that feeds upon itself. There’s a lot of shade around Bob’s Story, as agendas leap from every direction; so, buyer, beware.

We open with Dylan’s family and hometown. Bob was born “Robert Allen Zimmerman” in Duluth, Minnesota, on May 24, 1941, to Abe and Beatty Zimmerman. The laureate was delivered into a Jewish family with Russian roots. All evidence indicates that they were an industrious lot. Hard work, commitment, and a sincere belief in the American Dream yielded a prosperous life for Abe’s and Beatty’s families as they had for countless other Americans. The Zimmermans socialized with neighbors, consumed the goods of the day, and participated in civic activities with regularity. They were an average American family. For example, an Isis interview cites Abe’s two family rules: “One, don’t come and ask me for anything unless you are prepared to hear me say no, and two, do things for us because you like us, not because you are afraid of us.” Beatty added, “We were more like friends.” These were simple rules for a respectful Midwestern approach to life.

The biographers indicate that Duluth’s Abram Zimmerman was a serious, industrious guy. They describe Hibbing’s Beatrice Stone as a bubbly, vivacious lady. They married in 1934 and Beatty moved to Duluth. Dylan’s autobiography describes his family in loving terms. He proudly recounts how 16-year-old Abe risked his life to pull a stranger from a burning automobile. He sincerely recalls Beatty’s undying devotion. Bob claims his maternal grandmother was his “one and only confidante.” He describes his paternal grandmother as a one-legged, dark-skinned, pipe-smoking force of nature. As we’re about to see, Grandma Stone’s wisdom complemented Grandma Zimmerman’s demeanor and Beatty’s nurturance to produce a strong-willed, self-sufficient individual.

And it showed at an early age. At a Mother’s Day gathering in 1946, various family members performed for Grandma Zimmerman. When it came time for Bobby to sing, his stomped his foot down and declared that he would perform once everyone was quiet. After commanding his audience’s attention, he launched into “Some Sunday Morning” and “Accentuate the Positive.” Beatty told Shelton that she received numerous congratulatory telephone calls after her son’s musical debut.

That praise inspired another gig as Bobby donned a new white Palm Beach suit (which his mother preserved and shared with Shelton) for a performance at Beatty’s sister’s wedding reception two weeks later. At first, the child was reluctant. An uncle offered him $25 and Bobby relented. Once he quieted his audience (again!), the two song set was performed to everyone’s delight. His uncle dutifully paid the bill, but the youngster returned the money. Consider Abe’s take on it all from the Isis interview with Shelton:

[Everyone] would laugh; they really loved him. He was, I would say, a very lovable, a very unusual child. People would go out of their way to handle, to talk with him, to ask about him—they just loved him. I think we were the only ones who would not agree that he was going to be a very famous person one day. Everybody said that his boy is going to be a genius, he was going to be this or that. Everyone said that, not just family. When he would sing “Accentuate the Positive” like other children would sing “Mary Had a Little Lamb,” they would say that this boy was brilliant. I didn’t pay too much attention to this, because I figured any kid could learn it if he heard it often enough. He learned this from the radio: he was four years old.

With a revealing blend of parental pride and Midwestern modesty, Abe fondly recalls his successful son’s early musical skills while humbly downplaying their perceived significance.

A major turning point in the family’s life occurred in 1946. The year opened with the birth of a second son that February. The joy of David’s arrival was dampened when Abe contracted polio and lost his job with Standard Oil. For support during these trying times, the family moved into the Stones’ home in Hibbing. As Dylan explains in the liner notes for Biograph:

My family settled in Hibbing I think in about ’46 or ’47. My father had polio when I was very young. There was a big epidemic. He lost his job in Duluth and we moved to the Iron Range and moved in with my grandmother Florence and my grandfather who was still alive at the time. We slept in the living room of my grandma’s house for about a year or two, I slept on a roll-a-way bed, that’s all I remember. Two of my uncles, my father’s brothers, had gone to electrical school and by this time had gotten electrician licenses. They had moved from Duluth to up here where they operated out of a store called Micka Electric, wiring homes and things . . . my father never walked right again and suffered much pain his whole life. I never understood this until much later but it must have been hard for him because before that he’d been a very active and physical type of guy. Anyway, the brothers took him in as a partner . . . and this is where he worked for the rest of his life. Later, they bought the store and started selling lamps, clocks, radios anything electrical and then much later TV’s and furniture. . . . I worked on the truck sometimes but it was never meant for me.

The Zimmermans eventually bought a house on Seventh Avenue and settled into a normal, nurturing Midwestern lifestyle. Bob confessed to Scott Cohen: “I don’t have any long great story to tell about when I was a kid that would let anybody know how it is that I am what I am.”

Although Chronicles never embellishes any single aspect of Dylan’s youth, a coherent picture emerges from the fragmented commentary. Young Bobby was surrounded by loving women and a demanding father. To the extent that his father challenged him, the women nurtured him. That’s not a bad combination. It may very well have spawned the fearlessness that characterized Dylan’s career. His belief in himself was complete and whenever he faced uncertainty, he did so from a position of personal strength. No individual paved the way for Dylan’s life; however, his family provided the tools and the mindset that enabled him to clear his own path. I can envision Grandma Zimmerman rocking in her chair, smoking her pipe as she gazed out over Duluth’s big black lake. I can hear her explaining to her grandson that “everybody has a little boo in them.”

All of which took place in the harsh environs of the American Upper Mid-west. Bob described the Iron Range of northern Minnesota to Bill Flanagan in 2017:

Minnesota has its own Mason Dixon line. I come from the north and that’s different from southern Minnesota; if you’re there you could be in Iowa or Georgia. Up north the weather is more extreme—frostbite in the winter, mosquito-ridden in the summer, no air conditioning when I grew up, steam heat in the winter and you had to wear a lot of clothes when you went outdoors. Your blood gets thick. It’s the land of 10,000 lakes—lot of hunting and fishing. Indian country, Ojibwe, Chippewa, Lakota, birch trees, open pit mines, bears and wolves—the air is raw. Southern Minnesota is farming country, wheat fields and hay stacks, lots of corn fields, horses and milk cows. In the north it’s more hardscrabble. It’s a rugged environment.

Dylan is convinced that Minnesota’s Iron Range plays a central role in his personality, as he told Ron Rosenbaum in 1978: “I got something different in my soul. Like a spirit. It’s like being from the Smoky Mountains or the backwoods of Mississippi. It is going to make you a certain type of person if you stay 20 years in a place.” In 2009, Flanagan inquired if Bob thought of himself as a “mystical person.” He replied: “Absolutely. I think it’s the land. The streams, the forests, the vast emptiness. The land created me. I’m wild and lonesome. Even as I travel the cities, I’m more at home in the vacant lots.” Douglas Brinkley concurs that Dylan “considers the boondocks of Hibbing-Duluth to be far grander than Paris” as he cites Bob’s loving recollection: “The air is so pure there. And the brooks and rivers are still running. The forests are thick, and the landscape is brutal. And the sky is still blue up there. It is still pretty untarnished. It’s still off the beaten path.” For a guy who’s not nostalgic, Dylan exudes that kind of affection for his beloved Mesabi Range.

The biographers present Hibbing’s mercurial history. What began with Frank Hibbing’s discovery of iron ore in 1893 exploded when John D. Rockefeller opened the Iron Range for the U.S. Steel Company at the turn of the century. Soon Hibbing was deemed the “richest village in the world.” That village helped America win two world wars with its high-quality iron ore. All of that changed after the wars. The 1950s brought hard times and a huge open-pit mine (covering over 1,600 acres and 500 feet deep). Dylan told Cameron Crowe that Hibbing “was not a rich or poor town, everybody had pretty much the same thing,” since the wealthy mine owners “lived thousands of miles away.” He describes his hometown in Martin Scorsese’s No Direction Home:

It looked like any other town out of the ’40s or ’50s . . . just some rural town on the way to nowhere and you probably couldn’t find it on a map. Maybe three blocks one way, three blocks the other way and that was like the main street where all of the department stores were . . . that’s about it, you know. What happens to a town after their livelihood is gone . . . it sort of decays and blows away . . . that’s the way it goes. Most of the land was either farmland or just completely scavenged by the mining companies. Very hot in the summertime. In the winter it was just rightly cold . . . all winter . . . we didn’t have the clothes they have now . . . you’d wear two or three shirts at a time . . . slept in your clothes. The pit was on the outer limits of the town . . . that’s where everybody worked. You couldn’t be a rebel. It was so cold you couldn’t be bad. The weather equalizes everything very quickly. Nobody was gonna really pull a stick-up. There really wasn’t any philosophy . . . any ideology to really go against.

Chronicles captures Hibbing’s gravel roads, swamps, deep forests, beautiful lakes, and imposing iron pits. Trains and single-lane roads connected the small town to the outer world. Bob reinforced those images with Brinkley by claiming that the place was so desolate that “imagination is what you had and maybe all you had.” That was Dylan’s Minnesota: It was the functional equivalent of a huge snow bank on which a budding artist could project the images of his imagination. It was most assuredly a place for dreaming.

Although Bobby spent hours and hours biding his time and exercising his imagination, he also engaged in Hibbing’s kid life. Chronicles reports how the youngster participated in parades, school and civic plays, hockey matches, and dangerous games with “rubberguns” (i.e., wooden pistols that fired strips of rubber) when he wasn’t riding from the bumpers of cars plowing through the snow, hitching rides on trains to distant swimming holes or attending local movie venues. The boy who would grow up to be a Nobel laureate may have been small and frail and isolated geographically, but he also appears to have been an average American kid; enjoying the games of his day with his buddies.

Hibbing was a classic example of 1950s America. Dylan talks about the different types of entertainment that passed through town in Scorsese’s film (boxing and wrestling matches, stock car races, and country and western shows). The circus offered the most stimulation for Bobby’s active imagination:

You’d see anything from the Snake Woman to pigmies . . . to the Fat Man . . . hard core burlesque . . . and guys in blackface . . . George Washington in blackface . . . Napoleon wearing blackface . . . weird Shakespearean things . . . stuff that didn’t really make any sense at the time . . . I probably retained a lot of it . . . when I started writing songs I started—subliminally—writing a lot of songs which I probably wouldn’t have attempted even to think about unless . . . I had some concept of that type of reality . . . of mixing genres and ages and . . . different historical figures from the past.

Dylan elaborated on the circus’s impact with Flanagan in 2009:

Back then I guess most of my influences could be thought of as eccentric. Mass media had no overwhelming reach so I was drawn to the traveling performers passing through. The side show performers—bluegrass singers, the black cowboy with chaps and a lariat doing rope tricks. Miss Europe, Quasimodo, the Bearded Lady, the half-man half-woman, the deformed and the bent, Atlas the Dwarf, the fireeaters, the teachers and preachers, the blues singers. I remember it like it was yesterday. I got close to some of these people. I learned about dignity from them. Freedom too. Civil rights, human rights. How to stay within yourself. Most others were into the rides like the tilt-a-whirl and the rollercoaster. To me that was the nightmare. All the giddiness. The artificiality of it. The sledge hammer of life. It didn’t make sense or seem real. The stuff off the main road was where force of reality was. At least it struck me that way. When I left home those feelings didn’t change.

Learning how “to stay within yourself” from a Bearded Lady or Atlas the Dwarf must have been a thrilling experience. This is one formidable statement. The rejection of “artificiality,” the understanding of “dignity’s” importance, and the recognition that “reality” just might not be on the “main road.” Bob not only fed his imagination, he learned a host of prescriptions for living from these encounters with carneys. He was also systematically stocking a creative toolbox that would serve his career well.

These were the raw materials from which “Bob Dylan” emerged. The stability of his family life provided an emotional foundation for an adventurous artist. Abe’s industrious attitude, Beatty’s loving demeanor, Grandma Stone’s unconditional support, and Grandma Zimmerman’s thick Russian skin converged in an artist that was fully committed to his agenda. When you add the rugged qualities of Minnesota’s frozen tundra to the mix, an Iron Ranger with nerves of steel appears. As Dylan conveyed to Scott Cohen: “If I had any advantage over anybody at all, it’s the advantage that I was all alone and could think and do what I wanted to. Looking back on it, it probably has a lot to do with growing up in northern Minnesota.” To some, these “isolated” and “insular” qualities might “restrain” an artist’s literary development. For Bob Dylan, they enabled it.

Those characteristics powered Dylan’s relentless self-education. Unlike many successful artists whose talents were groomed throughout their youth, Bob educated himself. When Abe purchased a piano and arranged for instruction, Bobby lasted for all of one lesson. He preferred to teach himself. With the help of the emerging media of his time, he did just that. That upstairs bedroom on Seventh Avenue became his private classroom where he absorbed books, radio programming, records, and so much more. He explained to Shelton: “I didn’t go hunting, I didn’t go fishing, I didn’t play on the basketball team . . . I just played the guitar and sang my songs. That was enough for me. . . . All I did was write and sing, paint little pictures on paper, dissolve myself into situations where I was invisible.” Remember that last line, friends. From the very beginning of his creative career, Bob Dylan was the stealth artist.

Shelton discusses this important period with Dylan’s parents in No Direction Home. Beatty noted that her son was “never detached from family or friends, but he dreamt a lot.” She claimed Bob was “upstairs quietly becoming a writer” for over 12 years. The kid was certainly a reader. In Chronicles, he claims to have read Voltaire, Rousseau, Locke, Montesquieu, and Luther in his youth. Girlfriend Echo Helstrom recalled his love of John Stein-beck. And his 2017 lecture for the Swedish Academy focused on his literary influences:

Don Quixote, Ivanhoe, Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels, Tale of Two Cities, all the rest—typical grammar school reading that gave you a way of looking at life, an understanding of human nature, and a standard to measure things by. I took all that with me when I started composing lyrics. And the themes from those books worked their way into many of my songs, either knowingly or unintentionally. I wanted to write songs unlike anything anybody ever heard, and these themes were fundamental.

The lecture continued with detailed accounts of three influential works (Moby Dick, All Quiet on the Western Front, and The Odyssey) and their lasting impact on the budding artist’s creative world.

The emerging artist was a concern for his parents. Beatty told Shelton that she encouraged him to go to college, study architecture, and earn a decent living. She discouraged his poetry for fear that he’d die and be discovered afterward. Beatty argued that he couldn’t “go on and on and on and sit and dream and write poems.” She feared he would end up the kind of poet who had “no ambition” and “wrote only for himself.” Beatty certainly knew her child. She understood what her son would do with his writing career. Fortunately, she was wrong that such practices would lead to destitution. The artist who would one day win a Nobel Prize did rather well “going on and on and on” sitting, dreaming, and writing.

The youngster’s private education blossomed with the arrival of clear-channel radio stations, mail order records, and movies. Gatemouth Page’s late night radio show led the way. Sitting up late at night, using his pillow to shield the music from his sleeping family, Bobby absorbed the sounds of the day. What the teen heard at night, he ordered through Page’s clever mail order program. In Scorsese’s film, he reports that his lifelong affection for the medium began with the radio and record player that he discovered in the family’s new house. Dylan explained radio’s impact to AARP in 2015:

To understand that, you’d have to understand where I came from. I come from way north. We’d listen to radio shows all the time. I think I was the last generation . . . that grew up without TV. So we listened to the radio a lot. Most of these shows were theatrical radio dramas. For us, this was like our TV. Everything you heard, you could imagine what it looked [like]. Even singers that I would hear on the radio, I couldn’t see what they looked like, so I imagined what they looked like. What they were wearing. What their movements were. Gene Vincent? When I first pictured him, he was a tall, lanky blond-haired guy.

He added: “It made me listen for little things: the slamming of the door, the jingling of car keys. The wind blowing through trees, the songs of birds, footsteps, a hammer hitting a nail. Just random sounds. Cows mooing. . . . It made me listen to life in a different way.”

Teen Bob heard it all: country blues, Delta blues, gospel music, rock and roll, hillbilly songs, the Grand Ole Opry, and big band music. His fascination spilled over into record store listening booths and prospered via the mail order record sales. All of which provided the baseline for Dylan’s encyclopedic knowledge of American Song (and eventually supported the perfect manifestation of his lifelong love of radio, the Theme Time Radio Hour program). As Bob proudly acknowledges in the No Direction Home film, he was a self-taught “musical expeditionary.”

Sources indicate that Dylan’s record collection began with a series of Hank Williams 78s and, once the 45 rpm singles came into vogue, extended to recordings by Little Richard, Buddy Holly, Hank Thompson, and Johnny Ray. A high school graduation gift of Leadbelly 78s was a major influence on the sonic sponge that steadfastly assimilated everything he heard. After hearing a ripping Little Richard tune, Bobby could be found attacking the family piano; banging away while dancing and screaming in classic Richard mode. With time, the haircut, performance style, and general wildness of Little Richard’s unique style culminated in Bobby’s ambition to join Richard’s band after high school (such was the inscription in his high school yearbook). Still, records, radio, and books were only parts of his self-education. The teenager’s imagination received a major boost from another medium.

Bobby’s regular attendance at a local movie theater owned by his mother’s family was a major influence. The films from the 1950s were a powerful force in American popular culture. They had an edge, too. The stories and characters were often more than provocative. The way James Dean or Marlon Brando looked on screen—their image—was the centerpiece of their movies. Bob Spitz explains the impact of Dean’s Rebel without a Cause: “He was inspired by the whole package—the defiant posturing, the attitude, the mumbling, and especially The Look.” In the Isis interview, Abe recalled that his son “must have” seen Rebel without a Cause “twelve times” and collected all the information he could about James Dean. Abe claimed Bobby “wanted to live like Jimmy Dean.”

Image was everything. And Bobby Zimmerman was surrounded by some of the most powerful celebrity images in American history: Hank Williams, James Dean, Marlon Brando, Little Richard—and soon, Elvis Presley. Bob rode a Harley Davidson motorcycle, donned the leather jacket and other requisite gear, and emulated the attitude he absorbed from the big screen. The kid had acquired The Look. But The Look needed to be practiced, and he enlisted the help of his little brother in that mission.

Armed with the family camera, the brothers conducted photo shoots that allowed Bobby to practice various poses. Shelton cites David’s recollections of photographing his brother in front of their bedroom window and out on the streets with his Harley. Years later when Shelton and Abe were browsing through memorabilia they discovered a brotherly photo that featured the same expression Dylan used for a Dont Look Back advertisement (a tight shot of Bob with a cigarette hanging from his mouth). What appeared to be a brotherly game was actually much more: Bobby was rehearsing. An emerging artist was cultivating the tools of his trade. The upstairs classroom systematically evolved into an actor’s studio.

Like most teenagers, Bobby associated with people who shared his interests. In A&E’s Biography program, school friend John Bucklen recalls that Dylan’s friends focused on image. To join the group, you had to appreciate the blues, the emerging rock and roll movement, and the celluloid biker attitude—and do it all in a secretive fashion (talk about a lifelong trait!). When the youngster began to join bands, the plan was not to go around boasting of your intentions; to the contrary, Bobby devised secret schemes that he would spring on unsuspecting audiences. It was all so calculating.

The biographers were thorough in their interviews with Dylan’s teenage friends (e.g., Bucklen, Larry Fabbro, Echo Helstrom, and Leroy Hoikkala) and their findings are instructive. Although the details occasionally differ, that research suggests that Bob was an imaginative young man with a penchant for wild storytelling. He would lie about anything. In Scorsese’s film, a high school friend (Dick Kangas) recalls Bob playing a “Bobby Vee” record and claiming that it was him on vocals. Other biographers cite example after example of the same prank. This thoroughly perplexed Dylan’s friends, as Helstrom related to Howard Sounes: “It was always a game. He likes to play games and make a mystery out of things that don’t need to be done.” Echo proved her point when she told Spitz about Bob’s “game” with the local record store in which he requested records he knew they didn’t have just to frustrate the proprietor. Young Bobby was one mischievous Iron Ranger.

Yet, perhaps these statements weren’t lies, maybe they were a form of dialogue. Maybe—like his photo shoots with David—Bobby was unconsciously rehearsing for the fake biographies, imagined friendships and acquaintances, and fantastic stories that were to come. The Look needed a Script and Dylan was working on his. His ability to recast the popular songs of the day (Hoikkala remembered Bob’s lyrical revisions of current songs), his capacity to weave tall tales (Helstrom recalled a particular concoction about a large, threatening snake wrapped around a tree), and his propensity for word games offer concrete evidence of a wordsmith in the making. The artist was stocking his toolbox.

One of those tools involved a telling word game, “Glissendorf.” Sounes and Heylin independently describe the “mind game” (Sounes) or “word game” (Heylin) Bob played at the expense of his audience. The game sounds a lot like the famous Abbott & Costello act, “Who’s on First.” Heylin provides an example of a Glissendorf exchange between Dylan and Bucklen: “I see it’s raining. / It isn’t raining. / You say it isn’t? Okay, if you wanna be difficult, it isn’t. So let’s move on. What’s the next first thing to come to your mind? / The what? / The what? Just what I thought. I won! You won! / I don’t understand. / That’s exactly right. You don’t understand. You don’t understand.” The game’s purpose was to confuse the observer or, as Sounes concludes, “it left the other person wondering if they had missed something.” Sources report there were occasions when a Glissendorf victim became angry or hurt by the game—a response that concerned John and delighted Bob. The youthful experiences involved in creative revisions of existing songs, imaginative (occasionally, off-the-wall) storytelling, and word games designed to confuse/exclude their “victims” represent the creative foundation of a personality that would one day apply those traits in other contexts.

Dylan’s musical maturation featured a host of happenings ranging from his participation in singing groups (e.g., The Jokers), in rock and roll bands (e.g., the Shadow Blasters, The Golden Chords, and Elston Gunn & The Rock Boppers), his attendance at concerts (e.g., the Winter Dance Party in January 1959 just days before the show’s participants—Buddy Holly, Richie Valens, and the Big Bopper—were killed), his encounters with a local radio personality (“Jim Dandy” a Black DJ from nearby Virginia, Minnesota), and in the summer of 1959, a brief stint as Bobby Vee’s piano player (sources differ here).

Two experiences stand out: Bob’s performances during his high school’s “Jacket Jamboree” (spring 1957) and at the St. Louis County Fair (summer 1958). Both events featured hostile audiences with rude responses (booing, laughing) to the sound and fury of a rocking Little Richard-inspired act that apparently disturbed everyone but Bobby Zimmerman. During the opening Jacket Jamboree (there were two shows; one for the students and another for the general public), the piano-banging teenager broke the instrument’s foot pedal before the principal intervened and halted the assault. His audience sat in shock. Reports indicate that after this public explosion, Bobby returned to his seat in the back of the class, silently satisfied. Echo Helstrom witnessed the events at the fair and recalled the laughing and booing Bob endured as his band performed at maximum volume. While she was taken aback, Bobby was oblivious to the reaction, as Echo told Scaduto, “He lived in his own world, and it didn’t bother him.”

Even at this early point in his life, Dylan displayed a quiet commitment to self-expression that could not be shaken by external factors. It was as if the teenager performed for himself—an inner, unshakable audience fully cognizant of and devoted to his personal ambitions. Like a fine game of Glissendorf or a musical assault on an unsuspecting high school audience, this artist played for an audience of one. This simple trait enabled a creative career that never succumbed to the strain of audience expectations. Actually, the opposite occurred. Bob Dylan is one iconoclastic individual.

All of which began in Hibbing. From the movies, he learned how to act. From his readings, he learned how to write. From his poetry, drawing, and painting, he learned how to express himself. From the Bearded Lady, he learned about the performing life. From his radio, he learned what he liked (and copied it). From his record player, he cultivated a personal repertoire that would support his protracted career. From local radio personality Jim Dandy, he reinforced all of these things and expanded his understanding of the culture that spawned it all. And from his circle of friends, he gained the practice necessary to bring everything to life. What an education! Bobby Zimmerman’s education was based on a cultivated curriculum involving events unique to his time. That house on Seventh Avenue in Hibbing, Minnesota represented a private school with but one student, and its lone graduate would apply that education to do more than earn a living—he changed an art form.

While he graduated Hibbing High with the ambition to join Little Richard’s band, Dylan acquiesced to his parents’ wishes and enrolled at the University of Minnesota in the fall of 1959. But first, in the summer of 1959, Bob’s private education received a few lessons from a brief stint as Bobby Vee’s piano player in Fargo, North Dakota, and a trip to Denver, Colorado. (There’s considerable disagreement over whether this occurred before or after the first year at UM—Shelton says it was before, so we’ll stick with our expert. In fact, Shelton visited Colorado with Dylan and recalls Bob’s fond memories of what he described as an exhilarating experience for a “high school kid.”)

The stay in Colorado was instructive for several important reasons. First, the trip offered an opportunity to work on his emerging stage act. He may have performed at off times or in seedy venues, nevertheless, Bob gained valuable stage experience from those shows. Second, his music shifted from the Little Richard-inspired rock and roll to the emerging folk sounds that used traditional blues or topical songs as springboards to a new form of popular music. Walt Conley taught him Pete Seeger tunes and furthered his musical education through his vast record collection. Jesse Fuller introduced the harmonica into the sonic equation and a neck brace to hold that harmonica while he played guitar. Subsequently, the opportunity to perform, the shift in musical styles, and the introduction of new performance techniques made the brief Colorado trip an important part of Dylan’s musical maturation.

With all of that in place, the Rocky Mountains afforded one more innovation: the opportunity for reinvention. Stories about rail hopping, carnival troupes, and historic musical encounters slowly replaced tales about monstrous snakes and playing with Bobby Vee. The playful imagination that supported mischievous games of Glissendorf now turned to biographical matters that recast the Minnesotan in a more romantic, sensational fashion. Our actor was developing an act.

This process of reinvention flowered with the move to Minneapolis. Chronicles tells the tale. When Bob arrived at the University of Minnesota, no one was there to greet him, no one knew him, and he relished the anonymity. Beatty had arranged for him to stay at a cousin’s fraternity house where he was thoroughly ignored. Bob liked that, too. He claims his first move was to trade his electric guitar for an acoustic Martin. From that starting point, the fiercely individualistic personality vigorously pursued his musical education. He performed at local venues and engaged local musicians. He played so much that the newly named “Bob Dylan” often fell asleep while holding his guitar.

Dylan’s life in Minneapolis centered on the bohemian world of the university’s art district, Dinkytown. He told Crowe that he “came out of the wilderness and just naturally fell in with the beat scene, the Bohemian, BeBop crowd.” He explained that Dinkytown’s inhabitants were “poets and painters, drifters, scholarly types, experts at one thing or another who had dropped out of the regular nine-to-five life.” The writings of Kerouac, Ginsberg, Corso, and Ferlinghetti affected Dylan more “than any of the stuff I’d been raised on” such that “everyday was like Sunday, it’s like it was waiting for me, it had just as big an impact on me as Elvis Presley.” That experience was facilitated by Bob’s capacity to absorb influences, pick and choose what was of value to him, and synthesize those materials into new forms.

Dylan’s Dinkytown experience stressed folk music and Bob proved to be a quick study. The biographers note that a Dinkytown girlfriend’s father’s record collection fed the shift in musical genres. The fire of the rock and roll spirit remained ever-present; the performer merely applied that intensity to the musical task at hand. I cannot overstate the significance of this time period for the budding Nobel laureate. While discussing his arrival in New York in Shelton’s biography, Dylan confided, “Those early days in the Village were great, and the days in Dinkytown were even greater.”

One day Woody Guthrie came up during a conversation. Bob knew the name but had never heard much of his work. His friend promptly took him to her brother’s house to listen to his Guthrie collection. According to Chronicles, the experience was an “epiphany.” Bob’s world changed that day. When he read Guthrie’s autobiography, Bound for Glory, the die was cast. The new Bob Dylan assumed the persona of the old Woody Guthrie. Our actor had discovered an act he could develop.

Many colorful stories circulate about the impressionable young man with a new hero. Bob had people call him “Woody.” His language morphed into an “Okie” style. He invented stories that placed him on the road with his hero. He changed the way he dressed. He was Woody Guthrie and his Dinkytown cohorts laughed at the results. At parties, the kid would be summoned to the telephone by someone shouting Woody was calling. It was all a big joke to everyone but Dylan. His commitment to Guthrie was complete. Bob found his characterological vehicle and he was going to ride it as far as he could.

The Dinkytown stay was instructive, but short-lived. The University of Minnesota had nothing to do with anything. Dylan admits in the No Direction Home film: “I didn’t go to classes . . . we were singing and playing all night . . . I didn’t have time for studies.” Like his initial piano lessons, Bob did not respond well to formal instruction. But Dinkytown was a pivotal experience, as Dylan explained to Bill Flanagan in 2017:

I was traveling down a different path and already my consciousness had been recast. I had heard Lenny Bruce and Lord Buckley and had read Ginsberg and Kerouac, so I had a heightened sense of being. I was hanging out with a different crowd too, more stimulating and free-spirited—real live poets, rebel girls, folk singers—it was a self-ruling world, aloof and detached from the mainstream. I had been bailed out of the past and had broke free, I wasn’t going to go back to that other place with button down shirts and crew cuts for anyone or anything. What I was listening to on my little portable record player was Gus Cannon, Memphis Minnie, Sleepy John Estes, players like that. Charlie Poole, too, and even Joan Baez. I was looking for my identity and I knew it was in there somewhere.

His first step was to submerse himself in Woody Guthrie’s world, master that material, and recreate it with a rock and roll attitude. In Scorsese’s documentary, Suze Rotolo claims Bob “was channeling Woody Guthrie” in an attempt to discover himself. Dylan quickly found that identity and it involved the initial installment of seven “Bob Dylan” characters. All of which inspired him to visit his hero and ply his new trade. He most certainly left Minneapolis “bound for glory.”

Now it was time to head east, find Guthrie, and experience New York City. In his Isis interview with the Zimmermans, Shelton reports that the family agreed to a deal involving Bob’s New York adventure (Sounes and others confirm this as well). There Abe acknowledged that his son didn’t leave out of rebellion; rather, he had “convinced himself that he had something to sell.” Beatty agreed, “Yes, he convinced himself, we didn’t.” Abe explained: “He convinced himself that he had something to sell and that if he didn’t do it in New York, after a reasonable time. . . . The deal was, he said, if I don’t make it in a year, then I will come home and go to school . . . but I can’t go to school because I have to go NOW.” Once he arrived at that conclusion he dutifully persuaded his parents. Now our determined Iron Ranger engaged the first mission of his illustrious career. Our actor was off to sell his newfound act on one of the world’s grandest stages. And as we all know, when you’re an actor, you can go anywhere.


 




Bob’s Way

Before turning to the seven missions of Bob Dylan’s career, let’s take a moment to examine how our Nobel laureate goes about his job. I held out on this in the first edition; electing to use this material in a capstone manner. Not so this time. We now pause to explore the methodical qualities of this lifework. By identifying the artist’s stylistic signatures beforehand, we’re better prepared to appreciate Dylan’s art as it unfolds before us. Here we consider the why and how of “Bob’s Way.”

Our starting point involves a simple observation: this is functional art. Dylan surely subscribes to the “you use art, art doesn’t use you” school of thought. That is, when this artist has something to say—and that is a very important standard for Bob Dylan—he uses his art to say it. He formulates a plan to achieve that task, too. Each mission deployed a strategically conceived character (The Look) that personified that particular objective, and in turn, dictated the songs and set (The Show). Dylan’s attention to detail is impressive. He offered a practical view of his songwriting’s origins to Spin’s Scott Cohen:

I began writing because I was singing. I think that’s an important thing. I started writing because things were changing all the time and a certain song needed to be written. I started writing them because I wanted to sing them. If they had been written, I wouldn’t have started to write them. Anyway, one thing led to another and I just kept on writing my own songs, but I stumbled into it, really. It was nothing I had prepared myself for, but I did sing a lot of songs before I wrote any of my own. I think that’s important too.

He reinforced that stance with Newsweek’s Hubert Saal in 1968 (“I write the songs because I need something to sing”), in Scorsese’s film (“I wrote the songs to perform the songs . . . in a language I hadn’t heard before”), and on the BBC’s The Bob Dylan Story (“I had to write what I wanted to sing because what I wanted to sing nobody else was writing”).

What he “wanted to sing” was contingent upon a given time frame’s mission and the public image associated with that undertaking. The Look—topical troubadour, rebellious poet, paternal recluse, vaudevillian showman, poetic preacher, celebrity icon, or seasoned rounder—drove the systematic application of a cultivated musical instinct. This is a fluid creative process. One secret to Dylan’s longevity involves the changing nature of his work. Only during the confused happenings of the 1980s do we see any sign of a stagnant Bob Dylan Jukebox. Change is this artist’s creative lifeblood and it sustains his career.

Dylan discussed his mode of operation with AARP in 2015: “It starts like this. What kind of song do I need to play in my show? What don’t I have? It always starts with what I don’t have instead of doing more of the same.” He explained, “I need all kinds of songs—fast ones, slow ones, minor key, ballads, rumbas—and they all get juggled around during a live show.” But these songs aren’t written in a random fashion; they serve a specific objective, an “idea.” For Dylan, “It’s the idea that matters.” Bob continued: “The idea is floating around long before me. It’s like electricity was around long before Edison harnessed it. . . . Pete Townshend thought about Tommy for years before he actually wrote any songs for it.” Dylan aspires to write songs “that have the feeling of a Shakespearean drama” and that ambition is powered by “the main idea” that inspires the effort. He concluded: “Inspiration is what comes when you are dealing with the idea. But inspiration won’t invite what’s not there to begin with.”

At the heart of this artistic enterprise is Dylan’s creative nexus. A mission-show-songwriting nexus generates this Iron Ranger’s art. The lifework features seven independent manifestations of this approach that involved missions of discovery (1961–1964), rebellion (1964–1966), recovery (1966–1974), along with two periods of reorientation (1975–1978 and 1982–1992) and service (1979–1981 and 1993 to date). Each mission prescribed the content and style of that era’s edition of The Show. Dylan strategically cast The Look in pursuit of an “idea” and his pen dutifully followed that lead. As he told Playboy’s Ron Rosenbaum, “You must have a purpose. . . . You must know why you’re doing what you’re doing.” Bob reiterated that point for Robert Hilburn in 1978: “So, you have to learn to trust your own judgment. You have to remember what your purpose is and walk that thin line.”

This is orchestrated art. When Bob conceptualized an idea, he selected the tools required for that mission, applied his superior concentration to those materials, and systematically assembled his work. If an idea required a certain musical approach, Dylan was prepared. If it needed a specific songwriting vernacular, Dylan was prepared. He engaged his creative world through his highly cultivated toolbox. Those formative years on Seventh Avenue initiated an expansive repertoire that Bob methodically deployed through the nexus.

Early in his career, Dylan developed an observational technique that fueled his work. He mastered that procedure in New York City and Chronicles tells the story. There he explains that he “needed to learn how to telescope things, ideas,” since they were often “too big” to consider “all at once.” He intuitively understood that if he could zoom in on an idea, he could harness those observations and convey their essence in some manner (e.g., poetry, song lyric, or a story).

The pivotal element of this technique involved Dylan’s willingness to “disorientate” his thinking. Learning involves the resolution of confusion and the enterprising young artist understood that principle. Therefore, in order to assimilate new information in a useful way, he was willing to lose himself in his subject matter (the idea), wrestle with that experience, and emerge with a new, potentially useful, perspective. It’s a straightforward process of telescoping, deconstructing, and assembling.

Dylan’s telescoping technique constitutes the inventive core of his creative process. He may zoom in on a group of short stories, break them down in some idiosyncratic way, and reconstruct those findings via a series of melodramatic love songs. Or he may telescope old newspapers for sentiments he can apply in a current topical song. Or he may lose himself in the Bible, wallow in the Word, and generate faithful gospel songs afterward. In all cases, he invites confusion, embellishes it, and patiently resolves it. The results not only render yet another tool for his ever-expanding toolbox, they offer a striking depth of expression.

To that end, when Melody Maker’s Neil Hickey asked Bob for the “source of information” for his songs, Dylan replied: “You learn from talking to other people. You have to know how people feel.” Suze Rotolo described Dylan’s approach to Anthony Scaduto: “Dylan was perceptive. He felt. He didn’t read or clip the papers and refer to it later, as you would write a story, or as other songwriters might do it. . . . It was more poetical. It was all intuitive, on an emotional level.” Dylan told Rosenbaum: “I’d say people will always believe in something if they feel it to be true. Just knowing it’s true is not enough.” Remember, Bob aspires for “the feeling of a Shakespearean drama” and claims all of his “feelings come out of America.” Consequently, Dylan telescopes human relations and generates stylized accounts of their emotional qualities. The man is more than a methodical operator; he’s an emotional anthropologist.

He’s also a world-class ragpicker. Bob telescopes his world and archives the results. He divulged to Hilburn that he learned the tactic from Buddy Holly. Whatever Dylan sees, hears, reads, smells or tastes is a potentially utilitarian experience, as these classic 1978 comments to Playboy reveal:

It’s the sound of the street with the sunrays, the sun shining down at a particular time, on a particular type of building. A particular type of people walking on a particular type of street. . . . The sound of bells and distant railroad trains and arguments in apartments and the clinking of silverware and knives and forks and beating with leather straps. It’s all—it’s all there . . . it’s the sound and the words. Words don’t interfere with it. They—they—punctuate it. You know, they give it purpose. [pause] And all the ideas for my songs, all the influences, all come out of that. All the influences, all the feelings, all the ideas come from that. I’m not doing it to see how good I can sound, or how perfect the melody can be, or how intricate the details can be woven or how perfectly written something can be. I don’t care about those things.

Bob Dylan is



















































OEBPS/images/9781440861598_Cover.jpg
Writing
Dylan

Lonesome Traveler

Second Edition






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
@ PRAEGER..

An Imprint of ABC-CLIO, LLC
Santa Barbara, California * Denver. Colorado





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





