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Introduction: Some Variations on Late Dylan

Adrian Grafe

Bob Dylan’s late work is not so much work as works: disparate creations in different fields and genres that form an intricate, multilayered, multi-textured world, the reflection of a restless, constantly active artist who has not only created new works but devoted a good part of each year, since 1988, to his life and trade as a concert artist travelling the miles across America and globally. But, first, what do we mean by ‘late’? ‘Late’ here points – mainly – to the chronology of the artist’s life. In Dylan’s case, we can if we wish date the beginning of his late period from the release of the Time Out of Mind album (1997), an artistic rebirth seven years after Under the Red Sky (which critics considered as generally weak), and two albums of non-original songs, Good As I Been to You (1992) and World Gone Wrong (1993). This book, then, is intended mainly, though not exclusively, to cover the period from 1997 up to the present. In 1997 Dylan was fifty-six; he will be eighty in 2021. As the wise man has it: ‘To everything there is a season and a time.’ How far does Dylan’s late work reflect this particular ‘season’ of life?

To paraphrase the title of the first chapter of Edward Said’s On Late Style, ‘Timeliness and Lateness’, Dylan’s work over the past twenty years or so has been both timely and late (Said 2006: 3). Timely because he has retained the ability to speak to his time, able to retain listeners of his own age, while gathering new, young listeners – and performers – to his music: young artists as diverse as Ed Sheeran, Kate Tempest and Passenger either express their admiration for Dylan directly or sing his songs. Late because of his age; the size of his back-catalogue, built up over a whole adult lifetime devoted to songwriting, means that he is not obliged to carry on writing songs (for performance in the studio or on stage, or for financial reasons). But age does not, in Dylan’s case, necessarily mean decrepitude in mind or body. An attempt to apply Shakespeare’s ‘seven ages of man’ monologue (As You Like It, II. vii.) to Dylan is, in fact, bound to fail: ‘the lover, … with a woeful ballad made to his mistress’ brow’ – Shakespeare’s third age after the infant and the schoolboy – chimes perfectly with the speaker/singer of ‘Love Sick’, who is ‘sick of love’ but no less ‘in the thick of it’ (Dylan 2016a: 559). Or the last lines of ‘Long and Wasted Years’ in which the singer and his lover first weep, and then he says, in a twist that manages both to be cool and yet even more desolate: ‘So much for tears / So much for those long and wasted years’ (Dylan 2016a: 652). Jaques’s ‘sixth age’, with its ‘lean and slippered pantaloon’, ‘spectacles on nose’ and, above all, ‘big manly voice, / Turning again towards childish treble’, could hardly resemble Dylan less. And if he sings high notes occasionally, he never ‘pipes’ (As You Like It, II vii 139ff).

And yet Dylan’s work over the past twenty-five years has also been both timely and late because some songs and some performances have a valedictory quality to them, and show an increasing awareness of mortality. Does Dylan break into what Said calls ‘a new idiom’ in his late phase (Said 2006: 6)? It depends on which aspect of Dylan’s production one considers, as well as on one’s understanding of the adjective ‘new’. Said is especially interested not in a ‘ripeness is all’, serene expression of old age such as he finds in Rembrandt and Bach, among others, but in the unresolved tensions that the late work of some artists manifests. Hence, Ibsen’s last plays ‘suggest an angry and disturbed artist for whom the medium of drama provides an occasion to stir up more anxiety, tamper irrevocably with the possibility of closure, and leave the audience more perplexed and unsettled than before’ (Said 2006: 7). Dylan’s massive recent output in various media does suggest a certain refusal of ‘closure’, although he fully accepts the reality of death. He has retained his lyrical aggressiveness, when the occasion calls for it: ‘I’ll dress up your wounds with a blood-clotted rag / I ain’t afraid to make love to a bitch or a hag’ (‘Early Roman Kings’, Dylan 2016a: 657); also ‘Pay in Blood’ (2016a: 654): ‘You bit your lover in the bed / Come here I’ll break your lousy head’.

Dylan’s twenty-first-century original songs often, in fact, express discontent and disgust. The protean persona alternates apocalyptic imagery with delicate, sometimes Christian spirituality which counters that discontent and disgust: ‘I can hear a sweet voice gently calling / Must be the Mother of our Lord’, with a capital M for Mother (‘Duquesne Whistle’, Dylan 2016a: 645). He has survived personally (though interviews filmed for the 2019 Martin Scorsese film Rolling Thunder Revue: A Bob Dylan Story show him with a nervous tic) and creatively, and more than survived, far longer than many. A well-known remark from T. S. Eliot’s essay ‘Ezra Pound, His Metric and Poetry’ offers a possibly relevant reflection: ‘Any poet, if he is to survive beyond his twenty-fifth year, must alter; he must seek new … influences; he will have different emotions to express’ (Eliot 2014: 639). Assuming Dylan is a poet, as this volume at times does, Dylan’s restlessness has always led him to explore new influences, however old those influences may have been.

Has Dylan mellowed over the years? On stage his adrenalin-charged delivery of ‘Things Have Changed’ suggests not. Even though he still performs ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ he sometimes seems to have given up his spirit of revenge. His old weapons have been left on the shelf. What, if anything, has remained unchanged is Dylan’s enthusiasm for performance, and his ability to make you believe in what he’s singing, even when the song in question is by someone other than him. He does not consider his versions of standards from the American Songbook as covers. He takes them over almost as if he had written them himself – and perhaps he did, for each new interpretation is a creation.

Like the simple time signatures of most of these old songs, Dylan’s own time signatures are and have always been the stock in trade of folk, blues and rock: almost always four-four, sometimes two-four, very occasionally three-four (as in ‘Huck’s Tune’, Dylan 2007); his chosen instrumentation is more often than not rudimentary, like that of the blues and hillbilly artists he admires. This is his bedrock. These elements mean that the slightest variation takes on gigantic proportions: for example the offbeat lead-in to the chorus of ‘Love Sick’ (Dylan 1997); or the violin, banjo and bow across the bass of ‘Scarlet Town’ (Dylan 2012a), all of which reinforce the song’s plangent quality. His singing voice in the current century is worn down, as well it might be after a lifetime’s exercise on the road or in the studio, combined with a chain-smoking habit. Yet despite this, Dylan’s work challenges us to find new ways to express our response to his music, and to his art.

Here are four features out of many which characterize Dylan’s work in the new millennium, opening up four possible pathways, beaten or otherwise, to look at his work: praise, predecession, profundity, and a special concern of this book – persona. Some things have been strengthened. There are signs of patterns of reconciliation. Perhaps a less blatant truculence. At times, a stronger imagination.

1.    Praise

One clue as to how one might respond to late Dylan in words may be found in Dylan’s own response to artists and their work. Dylan is an appreciator of the first order. He brings his own gift for words to his expression of gratitude to, and his enjoyment of, artists he loves and admires, even if in some cases they are obscure or we cannot necessarily find in them what he finds. He has naturally dropped the spirit of early emulations, of Joan Baez and Woody Guthrie for instance, where his gratitude mingled with the message: Look out, I’m coming up behind you. About Baez when Dylan was starting out, he considered that while they were both heading the same way, he was a long way behind her ‘at the moment’ (Dylan 2004: 256). At the moment, perhaps, but not for long!

Most of the time, Dylan gets asked about himself in interviews, but he often seems at his best when discussing other artists. In public pronouncements over the past twenty years or so, he has turned his attention more and more to other people’s work, sometimes in connection with his own work but often as a matter of appreciation. Dylan’s (quasi-?)autobiography chronicles his early days in New York City and the musicians whose live performances he appreciated and learnt from: he divides them into those who waited for you to respond, and others, like Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, who reached out to the audience. ‘Most folk musicians waited for you to come to them. Jack went out and grabbed you’ (Dylan 2004: 251). In Jack Elliott’s records Dylan would hear ‘the compelling poise of self’ (2004: 252). When he listened to Jack Elliott, Dylan would not hear the compelling voice of the singer, nor the compelling voice of the self. Dylan pinpoints a certain sort of calm, of (apparent) self-assurance, that radiated from Elliott when he was performing, an unblinking expression on his face, and appropriated it, took it over for himself. Not only took it over from Jack Elliott. He, as it were, overtook Jack Elliott, partly because Elliott did not, generally speaking, write his own material: he seemed to sing whatever he could find and work from that.

Part of Dylan’s blurb for his Beaten Path exhibition reads: ‘If there is a soundtrack to this compilation of paintings, I would say it could be recordings by Peetie Wheatstraw in some places, Charlie Parker in others, Clifford Brown or Blind Lemon, maybe Guitar Slim – artists that make us a lot bigger when listening to them. It would have to be that way. Absolutely’ (Dylan 2016b). Artists that make us a lot bigger? More generous, more forgiving? More serious? We don’t feel a lot bigger thanks to such artists. We are a lot bigger.

Great music, then, expresses something bigger than itself, bigger than the composer. We remember Mahler’s remark: ‘The essence of music does not lie in its notes’ (Le Guay 7).1 Where then does it lie? In the emotions it makes the listener feel, thanks to its blend of thought and feeling. The essence of poetry and song lyrics does not lie in their words alone, but in their combination or alchemy. And that combination has to sound good.

2.    Predecession

One might include in this category older songs of which unfamiliar versions or variants have only much later come to light, such as a totally different version of ‘You’re Gonna Make Me Lonesome When You Go’, the lyrics of which appeared in autumn 2018 and contain the words: ‘I see things inside my mind, the things Milton saw after he went blind’ (Dylan 2018). This is surely the only lyric of Dylan’s in which he names Milton. From Milton one might turn to his older contemporary Donne, in the Nobel Lecture: ‘John Donne …, the poet-priest who lived in the time of Shakespeare, wrote these words, “The Sestos and Abydos of her breasts. Not of two lovers, but two loves, the nests.” I don’t know what it means, either. But it sounds good. And you want your songs to sound good’ (Dylan 2017). Sound over meaning is Dylan’s principle. This might explain why there are so many variants in the numerous printed (and online) versions of Dylan’s lyrics. These variants – or variables – with regard to those that have appeared with the artist’s own imprimatur, represent a ‘meditation of self versus self’ (Simon









3.    Profundity









4.    Persona
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