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{ Just Like Another Intro }

I never opened up my own thinking. My stuff was never about me, per se, so everybody who … thought it was about me … they took the wrong road.—Dylan, 2007

I’m not a playwright. The people in my songs are all me.—Dylan, 2009

Still on the Road, the sequel to my previous volume on Dylan’s songs, Revolution in the Air, tells quite a different tale. Like that volume, its nature is dictated by the material it addresses, as it tells the stories of the next three hundred songs. But whereas the first three hundred songs were essentially written in a thirteen-year period, it took the man some thirty-three years to complete this second series. As a result, the songs herein are intersected by several periods of creative abeyance which last anywhere between six months (the first halves of 1975 and 1977, the second half of 1981) and six years (1991–6).

Nonetheless, both books share the key structural aspect—each is divided into two blocks of creative time: the first, when songwriting generally came easily and plentifully; the second, when the pipes got rusty, and supply became intermittent at best. In that first volume, the period 1961–7 saw Dylan write 236 songs in the white heat of inspiration, and a mere 52 songs in the years from 1968 to 1973—the so-called amnesia (see my discussion in Behind the Shades, pages 294–96). The differential is not quite so acute in this second volume, but the book still ends up being divided between the 163 songs he wrote (or cowrote) in the years 1974–83, and the remaining 137 songs, which occupy the years from 1984 to 2006.

I would personally argue that the years 1974 to 1983 saw Dylan write as many great songs as he managed in those wild mercury years. After reestablishing his genius credentials with the devastating Blood on the Tracks, he reinforced them with Desire and completed the cycle with perhaps his most lyrically ambitious work to date, Street-Legal, before surrendering himself to God. A trilogy of testaments to his newfound faith followed (Slow Train Coming, Saved, and Shot of Love), before he signed off on those halcyon days with the 1983 “comeback” album, Infidels, which for all its (largely self-inflicted) flaws, again proved that no one wrote Dylan quite like Dylan.

But what truly marks out these years for Dylan the singer-songwriter was how, on every occasion he entered the studio to record an album, he always had the material to make a classic—just like the early-to-mid-sixties. The fact that he only managed to transfer such potentially first-class material onto tape in fits and starts, limiting himself to just two truly classic albums in this ten-year period, Blood on the Tracks and Slow Train Coming—and a couple of close calls, in Street-Legal and Infidels—does not devalue his output as a songwriter one jot. I would go as far as to argue that if Dylan emerged fully formed in 1974, with no track record to date, his body of work in just those ten years would still make him the most important songwriter of his generation.

Thankfully, because of the likes of the Blood on the Tracks notebook; the recollections of his collaborator on Desire, Jacques Levy; a December 1977 piano run-through of the Street-Legal material; and Dylan’s determination to debut material in rehearsal at Rundown through 1981, ordering the songs by composition remains a viable methodology all the way up to Shot of Love. After that, Infidels may be a crapshoot, but from 1984 to 1990 we return again to surer footing, thanks in part to Dylan resuming recording his songs in a series of sessions, rather than in a single block. The exception—Oh Mercy—is also the one instance where Dylan’s own Chronicles comes to our aid.

After 1983, though, the process itself starts to distend. Rather than the one writer’s block of the late sixties and early seventies, Dylan became more and more inclined to bouts of creative forgetfulness. But, for all that, he had by no means written his last great song. Even during the remainder of that erratic decade, he still found the wherewithal to compose the likes of “New Danville Girl,” “When the Night Comes Falling From The Sky,” “Tweeter and the Monkey Man,” “Most of the Time,” “Shooting Star,” “Dignity,” and “Series of Dreams,” all songs which no other songwriter could have conjured.

But as he told one familiar interviewer in 1991, as the most severe of his writer’s blocks set in, “There was a time when the songs would come three or four at the same time, but those days are long gone.” After a lull that lasted the first half of the nineties, he finally returned in 1997 with Time Out of Mind, the first in another trilogy of critically acclaimed albums dealing with mortality and fear, further advanced via “Love and Theft” (2001) and concluding in 2006 with Modern Times.

The difference now was that—even with longer and longer gaps between albums—he almost never came to the studio with enough of the kind of songs required for a classic collection. And, in fact, both times in the past two decades when he did manage such a coup—Oh Mercy and Time Out of Mind—he was so overwhelmed by producer Daniel Lanois’s intrusive role in the process that he allowed the opportunity to slip from his grasp.

Lanois is not the only one who has failed to understand the artist’s instinctual approach in a studio situation and/or has sought to impose an unsuitable sound on this last bastion of “live in studio” recording. When Dylan told assembled journalists at a 2001 press conference, “I have often been let down. All those people who thought they knew how to record me hadn’t the slightest idea about what needed to be done,’ I imagine Arthur Baker and Mark Knopfler loomed as large in his mind as Mr. Ambient.

For the past three albums, Dylan has in fact produced himself. It had taken him a long time to arrive at this juncture, secure in the faith it would sound all right. Without any kind of sounding board, it really has been a case of “trust yourself.” By the time he decided he could do without a producer—with “Love and Theft”—it had been seventeen years since he had even test-run any of his material in front of an audience before pressing record. The resultant decision, to just get the songs down and move on, was one even Dylan was prepared to admit had its upside and its downside:

Songs need a structure, stratagems, codes and stability. And then you hang lyrics on them. I’m speaking here as someone who sings a song that he’s written. When we transfer all that to the stage, that’s where all those elements come into play. They don’t come into play on a record, ’cause my cohorts at the time never really develop any of that stuff, and I can’t do it at the time of recording ’cause the song at the time is new to me. (2001)

Of course, he was keen to give the impression that this aspect was somehow beyond his control. Not so, Roberto. It was his call. The expressed rationale underlying his decision—a fear of bootlegging—I find frankly pathetic (and demonstrably untrue—when Dylan toured for six months in 1979–80 playing an entire set of new songs, not a single bootleg album ended up competing with the official releases).

And so, from the summer of 1984, when Dylan started the Empire Burlesque project, fans have had to learn to expect albums in which the songs have not always been developed fully, or been worth developing. Sometimes the results soar high. They also sink low. But not one of the seven albums of originals released in those twenty-three years—the same number he managed between 1974 and 1983—could be considered clunker-free by even the most blinkered fan.

But then, he long ago stopped considering the recorded version the be-all and end-all of the process. Rather, as he put it back in 1978, “Songs aren’t any good really unless they can be sung on stage.” After a decade of the Never Ending Tour, he remained convinced that such an endless slog of one-night stands would serendipitously provide the songs’ right setting. As he repeatedly told any journalist who came his way, post-1987, he was a performer first and a songwriter second. And the accumulation of songs was no longer deemed a necessary by-product of any reinvention of self; rather, he now considered his own songs just a part of the musical patchwork that made up the endlessly unraveling “on the road” odyssey he began in June 1988 (which trundleth on still).

Dramatic rearrangements of a song’s sensibility—a feature of all the tours from 1974 through 1984—became an ever rarer phenomenon, while there has been a dispiriting lack of lyrical reinvention in the hundreds of live performances post-1987. Even when there has been a new lyrical twist—say, on “Down Along the Cove” or “Workingman’s Blues #2”—one has been left wondering as to the point of the exercise: novelty for novelty’s sake?

Yet there was a time, and for a decade or so, when the reinvention of lyrics in performance had been a substantive part of his songwriting craft, as he allowed a song’s lyrical template to be ever-open to reinterpretation. In the years 1975–84, a number of songs were given significant new sets of lyrics in performance—including two of the three perennial selections from Blood on the Tracks, “Simple Twist of Fate” and “Tangled Up in Blue.” Other seventies compositions, like “Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door” and “Going Going Gone” regularly underwent the same transformative process.

Since 1984, such reinterpretative possibilities have been left for the studio, where he has certainly not abandoned his lyrical sculpting and resculpting. If anything, he has become more and more prone to use magnetic tape to tweak a song’s words, rarely entering a studio with a defined set of words. And thanks to both the unofficial and the official Bootleg Series, it has been possible to document this process with reasonable thoroughness. However, for all his talk of “structure, stratagems, codes,” once the recorded lyric is the released lyric, it is destined to become the live lyric too, whether verbatim or mumbled.

As such, 1984 proved a turning point when it came to the way Dylan recorded and performed those songs he planned to release. After his third summer tour of the arenas and stadia of Europe in six years, he stopped springing unreleased Dylan originals on unsuspecting fans. At the time few would have predicted such a sea change. Dylan had spent much of the 1979–80 shows performing his next set of recordings, while in 1981 he previewed the bulk of Shot of Love in performance prior to its August release.

Five years of intermittent chaos and confusion followed that 1984 tour, before Dylan reclaimed his position at the head of the welcome table for the Songwriters Convention, with Oh Mercy. He also now felt comfortable enough with his new house band, fronted by the ever-intuitive G. E. Smith, to again deliver shows which maintained a degree of intensity throughout. The shows from summer 1989 through spring 1990 were often as good as anything he had delivered in the previous two decades; but under the red sky and a second Traveling Wilburys collection spent the last round in his current locker, while G. E. Smith’s departure at the end of October marked a key change in Dylan the performing artist.

His decision to mix it up in concert coincided with the onset of his most sustained “amnesia” as a songwriter. With the departure of bandleader G. E. Smith, he also abandoned the practice of breaking in new standing bands every two/three years, instead instituting piecemeal changes that made for a uniformity of sound and purpose that marked the end of the “genuine” Never Ending Tour (just as he suggests in the World Gone Wrong sleeve notes).

With a vast repertoire of originals (now totalling over 500 songs) and a seemingly inexhaustible supply of covers across every genre of popular song he could bend to his will, this ongoing tour was no longer a diversion from the album/tour treadmill, but a lifestyle choice. As a result, even when the songs dried up (and they did—very quickly), the tours kept rolling along. Between October 1990 and May 1997, Dylan not only instigated a series of distinct phases for his ever-rolling revue (something he also sent up in his World Gone Wrong notes), he found a way to pour himself entirely into performance, finding precious little time for other distractions. His focus, at times, was something to behold. But by 1996 the whole ethic had become tired, as had the arrangements and the band.

Only with the recording and release of Time Out of Mind did the identity of the Never Ending Tour change again. At last, he had a set of new songs he wanted to play; and it was here that he really began to explore the stratagems of those works he felt had barely transcended their demo status when placed in the hands of Lanois. If radical rearrangements of former songs became rarer still, and even those precious few were often ill-conceived (say, the various attempts to do “All Along the Watchtower” any which way but the one that worked originally), a whole new slew of spiritual covers helped sustain the shows into the twenty-first century. Gradually these, too, gave way to the post-TOOM songs he had begun penning, which by 2002 almost invariably received an identikit bludgeoning by a disappointingly derivative backing band.

At the same time, the endless parade of influences—soon to be displayed in his newfound vocation as a radio DJ—seems to have had a deleterious effect on his own creativity. He had claimed in one interview that he had recorded the two acoustic albums of covers in 1992 and 1993 “so I could personally get back to the music that’s true to me.” Well, whatever the intent, he had begun to lose a sense of where influence ended and plagiarism began.

Any analysis of the trilogy of albums released between 1997 and 2006 needs to address the way a mature Dylan has again chosen to foreground the kind of influences which used to rattle every line in the formative years (1961–3). This has proven a highly controversial methodology, with evidence of the scale of debt continuing to be uncovered thanks to the ever-expanding web-based forums on the man and his art (only very recently, an interesting thread on the Expecting Rain website concerned itself with Dylan’s wholesale use of generally out-of-copyright literary sources to provide his 2004 memoir, Chronicles, with thoughts he could call his own, but weren’t—a criticism previously leveled at “Love and Theft”).

The self-proclaimed “thief of thoughts” must sometimes wonder what all the fuss is about. It is forty-six years since he addressed the issue head-on in his eighth outlined epitaph. It is also the third time that he has succumbed to a form of wholesale lyrical appropriation in his post-conversion career. Nor has it been the most controversial. When it comes to controversy, Dylan’s decision to base his entire oeuvre in the period 1979–80 on the Good Book directly challenged the cozy liberal consensus to which his songs had served as a soundtrack for so long and asked important questions of his own audience.

The scale of that debt is dealt with at length in this book, because it charts his progress from interpreter to zealot back to artist. The way that he began writing songs sparked by a particular Bible passage (e.g., “Do Right to Me Baby”), only to then revert to writing lyrical commentaries on sections of the scriptures in song (e.g., “In the Garden”), before finally, and with renewed artistry, sifting the message through his own unique vision again (e.g., “Caribbean Wind”), is one of the more revealing processes documented herein.

The process whereby he began to insert sections of dialogue from films and TV shows into the songs he was writing in the mid-eighties (1984–6) proved an infinitely more depressing spectacle. This form of appropriation went from deft to heavy-handed in the twinkling of an eye. He began by using it sparingly and judiciously, to dazzling effect, in the magnificent “New Danville Girl” (aka “Brownsville Girl”), but by the time he came to Knocked Out Loaded, he was all but content to set sub-Hollywood dialogue to old rockabilly tunes and call the results his own. This worrying direction led straight down to creative dearth.

Thankfully, with 1989’s Oh Mercy Dylan abandoned this dubious experiment in favor of a fusion of styles that was once again all his own. But he soon exhausted that particular vein of inspiration (1988–90); and when he started writing complete songs again, six years hence, fragments of interpolated text were back in favor. With Time Out of Mind, he again slipped into the habit of using lines and ideas from the traditional lexicon and/or literature; at first sparingly and judiciously, and then, post-TOOM, with nary a care for whether it worked or it didn’t.

The results have not been unremittingly awful—unlike, perhaps, those of the mid-eighties—but the resultant songs, spanning the last three albums, suggest Dylan himself is no longer in control of the process, or crafting his material with due diligence. Rather, he is letting the words fall as they may, trusting to instincts that once were consummate, but are fitful at best in these end days.

But he has not only survived, he has endured. The release of a new album in April 2009 shows that the man ain’t done yet, even if the stylistic shifts over the past four albums have become nigh on imperceptible. They have certainly all been cut from the same cloth, perhaps because Dylan has decided to agree with a younger self who in conversation with Sam Shepard claimed, “I’ve always been real content with the old forms. I know my place.” If so, songs like “Huck’s Tune,” “Nettie Moore,” “Ain’t Talkin,” and “Forgetful Heart” suggest he hasn’t quite drained the well and that he is not quite ready to pen his last restless farewell …

—Clinton Heylin, June 2009


{ Some Further Notes on Method }

Criteria for Inclusion—If Volume One contained its fair share of songs covered in the dust of rumor, just about every song in this volume can be said with a degree of certainty to still exist, on tape or on paper. The central problem is not so much one of preservation, but of authorship. This is less of an issue with copyrighted songs since they assert his authorship (though, even here, a coauthor credit can be problematic, q.v. #537, “Heartland”). But when—as in 1978—Dylan spent many a soundcheck working on new songs, some of which sounded like him, some of which more resembled Shel Silverstein, the question of attribution becomes fraught, especially as he abandoned each and every one when he responded to a call from Calvary.

And because for most of the post-Rundown period we are reliant on studio logs more than actual tapes to discern what Dylan laid down, the songs which he recorded but never copyrighted cannot always either be dismissed as covers, or fully embraced as lost originals (especially given a recent penchant for using titles of well-known songs for new originals). At such times, I have had to make a personal judgment call—fully aware that I may yet be shown to be fallible when the latest tape drops through the ether and/or onto the web.

At least one song I was convinced would turn out to be a Dylan original—the 1981 outtake “I Wish It Would Rain”—I have been assured is nothing of the sort. It really is his version of the Marvin Gaye classic. The Shot of Love sessions are particularly problematic, simply because the documentation itself is a mess, and Dylan was having a great deal of fun coming up with silly song titles (“Walking On Eggs,” anyone?). One song specifically listed as an original—“She’s Not for You”—is nothing of the sort (it is the Willie Nelson standard). Other songs we have in recorded form—“Yes Sir, No Sir,” “Almost Persuaded”—bear no real relation to their titles, which coincide with those of familiar songs from well-known contemporary artists.

To add a soupçon of chaos to the confusion, Dylan in the mid-eighties began to “revise” rockabilly standards to his own, not-so-exacting template. As such, throughout the tours with the Heartbreakers and even at the Knocked Out Loaded smorgasbord-sessions, Dylan would often spring songs on the band that even they didn’t know; which, as keyboardist Benmont Tench put it, would often “sound like they may be delta blues songs. [But] sometimes I’m not sure if they’re … a new arrangement of ‘It’s Alright Ma.’”

Again, I have had to make a judgment call as to how much of himself Dylan need introduce for a song to become—at least partly—his and not merely a newly arranged cover. Half a dozen “hybrid” songs from the mid-eighties are a necessary part of the story and not just because of any nominal merit they may contain. In fact, he has resumed this practice, just with a great deal more guile, on his twenty-first-century collections. For instance, the credits to “Sugar Baby” should not read “Words and music by Bob Dylan,” but rather, “Music: Gene Austin and Nat Shilkret; Lyrics: Nat Shilkret; Additional lyrics: Bob Dylan.”

Manuscripts and Typescripts—Unfortunately, the paper trail dries up early in this second period. There are, however, three distinct and relevant resources that have become available to me, the first of which is by far the most important written resource currently unpublished. They are as follows:

1. Blood on the Tracks notebook: The crown jewel of Dylan manuscripts, the little red notebook into which Dylan entered handwritten drafts of eight of the album songs, and seven other titles, now resides at the Morgan Library. Its contents are discussed fully in the relevant section, but suffice to say such a full depiction of the most important collection of twentieth-century lyrical love songs has only been possible because of access to said document.

2. Shot of Love typescripts: Because of the unique setup at Rundown Studios in Santa Monica, and Dylan’s working methods in the period 1980–1, a lot of material was recorded in rehearsal and then forwarded for copyright purposes to New York. Usually, it would appear, both a tape and a transcript were forthcoming, though not all of the transcripts tally with the recordings. Copies of a number of these transcripts were kindly provided by the estimable Arthur Rosato, while others turned up accompanying a set of 1980–1 publishing demos circulated to potential beneficiaries. Hopefully such resources may yet form the basis for “correct” sets of lyrics to some of the songs which appear in Lyrics in denuded form. Also apparently coming from this period is a single handwritten song lyric that went entirely unrecorded (as far as we know), “Let Me Begin to Love.” It turned up at a memorabilia auction in the late eighties.

3. The 2004 Lyrics: Though the decision to reproduce a page of lyrics in draft form at the head of every section in the 2004 Lyrics sounds mouthwatering, the reality is less innervating. The core manuscript material, most of it acquired from collector George Hechter, is reused whenever the scattershot trawl has yielded a chronological blank, which is how we end up with Blood on the Tracks drafts in sections for Pat Garrett, Down in the Groove, and Oh Mercy!

Nonetheless, there are a handful of surprises here—a fragment of a draft typescript to “Changing of the Guards”; a typescript for “Handy Dandy” that is Typo City and radically different from its recorded self; and, finally, a handwritten draft of “Bye and Bye” on hotel notepaper. The reverse imaging makes it hard work deciphering Dylan’s scrawl, but these three items doubtless represent the tip of a veritable iceberg of drafts to Dylan’s modern lyrics.

Studio Logs—Starting in 1971, Dylan has been less inclined to use CBS Studios as the default locale of his album sessions (though he still recorded Blood on the Tracks, Desire, and Modern Times at current or former New York locales of CBS/Sony). He also as of 1974 started to allow his vocals to be overdubbed on occasions, making his previous “live and only live” method of recording not such a hard-and-fast rule. In fact, from 1983 on he has rarely released a track in its unalloyed live-in-studio state. In the late eighties, he also started running a live two-track DAT at (some) sessions, meaning that there is a whole raft of recordings that remain unlogged on the various multitracks. For all of these reasons, the cataloging of his studio recordings herein—and especially the assigning of a specific take to an album track—requires qualification.

The Michael Krogsgaard sessionography, issued in instalments in The Telegraph and The Bridge fanzines, becomes less and less reliable as the years roll by, until it finally stutters to a stop in 1990 (and as a guide to the under the red sky sessions, it verges on the useless). Even with the Blood on the Tracks and Desire sessions, where Dylan almost invariably stuck to the “live in studio” method, our discographer omits or misreads information (no details are given for an August 1, 1975, session; while he seems hopelessly confused as to the corelationship of “Call Letter Blues” and “Meet Me in the Morning”). No great crime there. But the problem is that he never explicates the basis for his information and rarely reproduces the track sheets to which he has had recourse. It is as if he wants to cover his tracks.

Despite such concerns, whenever Dylan sticks to recording live in a recognized studio on the East Coast or down south, said sessionography remains a useful and generally reliable guide. Thus, Blood on the Tracks, Desire, Slow Train Coming, Saved, and Infidels are all reasonably well-documented (save at the overdub stage). Where Dylan decides to record something out West, well away from Sony HQ, at his own whim in his chosen setting—i.e., Street-Legal, Shot of Love, the LA-based Empire Burlesque sessions—the Dane’s sessionography is little more than a starting point for a credible chronology. And by Oh Mercy, Krogsgaard seems ready to throw in the towel, providing contradictory take information and omitting documented takes and overdubs, while ignoring take information already published (and substantiated) in my own Recording Sessions 1960–1994.

Since our fellow archivist gave up on his self-appointed task, Dylan has recorded some four albums of original material. However, of these, only Time Out of Mind appears to have generated any substantial body of outtake material—covered with unexpected breadth on the eighth official Bootleg Series, Tell Tale Signs (2008). The various versions of the 2008 set also included reproductions of tantalizingly trimmed track sheets and studio logs hinting at yet more mouth-watering content (and even other, unused outtakes—q.v. #562, “All I Ever Loved Is You”).

Thankfully, the combination of these reproduced sheets and the recollections of musicians and engineers, some given to fanzines at the time, others in a recent bumper issue of Uncut, have enabled a reasonably accurate picture of these sessions to emerge, even if it has been painted with broad brushstrokes. I have also been permitted to hear a few of the outtakes that almost made the 2008 set, which also helped me fill in the dots. But full track details for these important sessions have still to be collated and compiled—hence, the lack of specificity in track information given here and on Tell Tale Signs for the Time Out of Mind material.

The session information for “Love and Theft” is somewhat more straightforward, largely because Dylan reverted to recording the old way—live to analog tape—and only recorded songs he wanted to use. The tape logs have also proven accessible (and informative). The Modern Times sessions followed along similar lines—as the two track sheets reproduced for Tell Tale Signs confirm—but tape logs have sadly not been available, so guesswork is again king.

However, the fulsome Uncut interview with engineer Chris Shaw (published online in its entirety) has proven invaluable in piecing together some kinda history of these sessions. So although we are still some way off a definitive documentation of Dylan’s studio sessions—something akin to Ernst Jorgensen’s Elvis Presley sessionography—I shall still claim that the session information herein is the most accurate of any would-be researcher and that any departure from or substantive addition to information found in the Krogsgaard sessionography has come about because of my own work on the sessions at Sony or through recourse to other reliable sources. I found common sense helped, too.

Lyrics & Other Lyrics—As with Revolution in the Air, I again recommend that the reader does not rely solely on the official Lyrics but, where possible, checks out other versions of lyrics, as published and as recorded. Because the two editions of Lyrics published officially in this period—1985 and 2004—seem on occasions to delight in their own perversity, I suggest any reader also check out the Words Fill My Head section of Olof Björner’s unofficial About Bob website, where many of the missing lyrics can be found. Thankfully, the radically different versions of the songs included on the 2008 volume of the (ongoing) Bootleg Series, Tell Tale Signs, have been assigned their own section.

As to when we can expect a more complete, nay annotated, version of Lyrics, your guess is as good as mine. But a good start could be made by simply reorganizing the existing edition so that it adhered to the modus operandi of Writings and Drawings, organizing songs in a way that doesn’t insult readers’ intelligence (The Basement Tapes coming between “George Jackson” and Pat Garrett is unforgivable, as is the assigning of songs written in 1961–2 with the first album, when almost everything dates from the Freewheelin’ period) and maybe even getting some important songs retranscribed by someone who knows his (or her) Dylan. Guess what—the line forms here.


{ Song Information}

Published Lyrics—References the two latter-day editions of Dylan’s Lyrics, published in 1985 and 2004 respectively. Where relevant, The Songs of Bob Dylan 1966–1975 (1976) has also been cited. Those instances in which the Dylan fanzine The Telegraph published a lyric first have also been referenced. For any other lyrical variants, the Words Fill My Head website is generally the best starting point.

Known Studio Recording—Information is derived from my own Recording Sessions 1960–1994, the Michael Krogsgaard sessionography (up to 1990), an up-to-date printout of the Sony database, tape logs for the Time Out of Mind and Modern Times sessions reproduced in the Tell Tale Signs booklet/s, and the tape logs for the “Love and Theft” sessions obtained independently. The code for the albums, singles, and CDs on which studio recordings have been officially released is as follows:



	45

	45 rpm single




	ATB

	Across the Borderline (1993)




	BoB2

	Best of Bob Dylan Vol. 2 (2000)




	BIO

	Biograph (1985)




	BoTT

	Blood on the Tracks (1975)




	CHR

	Chronicles promo CD (2004)




	DES

	Desire (1976)




	DSYS

	Divine Secrets of the Ya-Ya Sisterhood soundtrack (2002)




	DIG

	Down in the Groove (1988)




	EB

	Empire Burlesque (1985)




	G&G

	Gods and Generals soundtrack (2003)




	GSoBD

	Gotta Serve Somebody—The Gospel Songs of Bob Dylan (2003)




	GH3

	Greatest Hits Vol. 3 (1994)




	HoF

	Hearts of Fire soundtrack (1987)




	INF

	Infidels (1983)




	JM

	Jerry Maguire soundtrack (1996)




	KOL

	Knocked Out Loaded (1986)




	L+T

	“Love And Theft” (2001)




	LYS

	Lucky You soundtrack (2007)




	MoTT

	“Most of the Time” CD EP (1990)




	MT

	Modern Times (2006)




	NRTC

	No Reason to Cry (1976)




	NCS

	North Country soundtrack (2006)




	OM

	Oh Mercy (1989)




	R+C

	Renaldo & Clara [movie] (1978)




	R&H

	Rattle and Hum (1988)




	SAV

	Saved (1980)




	SoL

	Shot of Love (1981)




	STC

	Slow Train Coming (1979)




	SftND

	Songs for the New Depression (1976)




	S-L

	Street-Legal (1978)




	TTS

	Tell Tale Signs: The Bootleg Series Vol. 8 (2008)




	TBS

	The Bootleg Series Vols. 1–3 (1991)




	TOOM

	Time Out of Mind (1997)




	TW1

	Traveling Wilburys Volume One (1988)




	TW3

	Traveling Wilburys Volume Three (1990)




	TWC

	The Traveling Wilburys Collection (2007)




	UN

	Unplugged (1995)




	utrs

	under the red sky (1990)




	WB

	Wonder Boys soundtrack (2000)






1974
{ Blood on the Tracks }

On January 3, 1974, Dylan returned to the road (save for 1982–5, for good). On December 30, 1974, having returned “home” to Minnesota for Christmas, he completed the album he had spent most of the year working on, recording, thinking about, and rerecording. Blood on the Tracks was the result of a year of letting his soul bleed into the songs again. And of putting his marriage vows on hold. The process, though, of getting an album out of the fifteen songs he scribbled into his notebook that summer—and two that he didn’t—had proven the most tortuous since Blonde on Blonde. Probably because he knew how good they were, he was determined not to let this opportunity go to waste …

{301} LILY, ROSEMARY, AND THE JACK OF HEARTS

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 16, 1974—1 take;

Sound 80, Minneapolis, MN, December 30, 1974 [BoTT].

First known performance: Salt Lake City, UT, May 25, 1976.

The uses of a ballad have changed to such a degree. When they were singing years ago, it would be as entertainment … A fellow could sit down and sing a song for a half hour, and everybody could listen, and you could form opinions. You’d be waiting to see how it ended, what happened to this person or that person. It would be like going to a movie … Now we have movies, so why does someone want to sit around for a half hour listening to a ballad? Unless the story was of such a nature that you couldn’t find it in a movie.

—Dylan, to John Cohen, June 1968

Just six months after John Wesley Harding—“the amnesia” having barely set in—Dylan was trying to figure out how to reconfigure the most ancient form of popular song for an audience brought up on “going to a movie.” Six years later, he pulled it off. “Lily, Rosemary, and the Jack of Hearts” sets out to tell, and succeeds in telling, a story “of such a nature that you couldn’t find it in a movie” (though Jonathan Taplin at one point thought it could make the transition to celluloid). A ménage à quatre involving the three title characters and Big Jim, the tangled tale ends with only the fair Lily and the Jack of Hearts escaping with their lives.

This epic ballad appears to have been wholly inspired by Dylan’s experience of making the movie Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid in a genre which suited both ballad and b movies: the Western. “Lily, Rosemary, and the Jack of Hearts” even acts like a shooting script at times. When Big Jim pulls a gun on the Jack of Hearts, only to find that “the cold revolver clicked,” one’s mind’s eye immediately sees the empty gun in close-up, then the expression of Big Jim (“ya couldn’t say surprised”), before focusing on Rosemary (“steady in her eyes”) behind him. Only in the next-but-one verse do we find out that she (or Lily) has not only emptied his gun but has stabbed him with a penknife, a beautiful touch—the penknife being the favored instrument of murderers in every traditional ballad from “Love Henry” to “The Cruel Mother.”

How long the idea gestated after those days in Durango we can only guess. But it should come as no great surprise that he wrote such a song separate from—and antecedent to—the pouring forth that makes up the rest of his 1974 album. It may have been something he had already started to sketch out on the road. (In his on-tour diary, he broods about the fact that Billy the Kid died when he was only twenty-one.) Certainly, the impetus here is quite different to the other nine cuts. In this song, he idealizes an outlaw who is part Billy the Kid, part Robin Hood, but mostly that archetypal “stranger” who arrives in town, turns everything on its head, and rides out.

Not that his model for this character comes from any movie. Rather, it can be found in a pack of cards, itself a running motif throughout the song (and, indeed, album). The Jack of Hearts is the Magus, the Magician of the Tarot, a juggler, “the mountebank who surprises yokels by his sleight-of-hand, the trickster in the commercial world, the subtle deceiver” (Oracle of the Tarot). Nor is it a coincidence that at the feet of the Magus, in the classic Rider-Waite tarot deck, are two flowers—the lily and the rose. Both appear, in appropriately Madonna-esque guises, in the ballad: each in thrall to the master magician. One is even prepared to spill blood to preserve his freedom of movement.

The sophistication of this narrative, both in its symbolism and as a carefully woven tapestry, is really quite remarkable, even for a man brought up on the “big ballads.” That copy of Child’s English and Scottish Popular Ballads which Allen Ginsberg remembered sitting on Dylan’s shelf in MacDougal Street had been well thumbed. This was not a song Dylan ran off in an afternoon.

He presumably worked on “Lily, Rosemary, and the Jack of Hearts” in the immediate aftermath of a six-week tour. Certainly, by the time he was ready to crack open a new notebook and transfer the scraps of song he’d been working on, “Lily, Rosemary, and the Jack of Hearts”—his most ambitious lyric in almost a decade—was already a realized piece of work in need of very little tweaking.

Its position at the start of the Blood on the Tracks notebook—that fifty-cent purchase whose contents are now priceless—suggests not only that it was already to hand, but also that it was not a song he worked on much down on his Minnesotan farm, where most of the album was penned. Of the sixteen verses, just two are given a light makeover in the notebook—the twelfth (“Lily’s arms were locked around …”) and the fifteenth (“The next day was hangin’ day …”).

Dylan, it seems, was never entirely satisfied with the former scene, in which Lily entwines herself about the Jack of Hearts, and tried a number of ways to make the dialogue work. When he rerecorded the song in Minneapolis in December—for what became the album take—he omitted this verse altogether, even though its final line sums up the song’s theme better than any other: “Just another night in the life of the Jack of Hearts.” As it happens, he forgot to amend the songbook, so the verse has always appeared in the printed lyric:

Lily’s arms were locked around the man she dearly loved to touch,
She forgot all about the man she couldn’t stand, who hounded her so much,
“I’ve missed you so,” she said to him, and he felt she was sincere,
But just beyond the door he felt jealousy and fear.
Just another night …

The “hanging” verse troubled Dylan, too, as he sought to make Rosemary’s acceptance of her fate appear suitably stoic. In the process, he transforms the perfectly acceptable “And in the final moments, it was said she gave a wink / Toward the purple hills, or maybe to the Jack of Hearts” into something less satisfactory: “Nobody knew in those final moments what she did think.” As a result, he forces the narrator to awkwardly introduce himself: “But I’m sure it had something to do with the Jack of Hearts.” He also required the poet within to focus on the sober hanging judge, introducing the tautological “hadn’t had a drink” to rhyme with “blink,” so that he could introduce the memorable get-out clause, “The only person on the scene missin’ was the Jack of Hearts.” The whole song had been “just another night in the life. …”

The one challenge left now was to see if he could record this epic fifteen-verse narrative with a similar minimum of fuss. Which it appears he did. And again it came first. On day one of the sessions at the old Studio A in New York (now known as A&R Studios)—before the band called up to lend a hand had even arrived—Dylan had cut the song in a single take, making it the first song to be assigned to the album. Nor did he feel throughout the New York sessions the slightest need to return to the song.

Only at a second set of sessions in late December, set up in the frozen Midwest by his brother David, did he make it one of five songs “reworked” with a less minimalist touch. Before the tape rolled, the younger Zimmerman instructed the local Minneapolis musicians, “This is a long song; just keep playing. When you think it ends, it doesn’t, so just keep on playing.” It was a smart call. Unerringly, Dylan did it again: cutting the song in a single take after only a partial run-through (such was his haste that he was stuck playing harmonica in the wrong key—A, not D—throughout).

Dylan was less tempted to try his luck live. This compelling, convoluted narrative has been attempted just once in performance, as a duet with Joan Baez—who cut the song herself for her own live album, From Every Stage—at the final Rolling Thunder Revue show in Salt Lake City. He didn’t think he could remember all the words and ended up writing a series of cue phrases on the sleeve of his shirt. He apparently still managed to pull it off (just as he had memorized Guthrie’s equally epic “Tom Joad” fifteen years earlier). Unfortunately, Mormons don’t appear to own tape recorders. The concert was not recorded, leaving this particular gathering of the Jack of Hearts and friends just a memory for the fortunate few.

{302} TANGLED UP IN BLUE

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04. [Variants 74–8: I Can Change I

Swear; 1984 lyric: Words Fill My Head/In His Own Words 2.]

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 16, 1974—1 take;

September 17, 1974—2 takes [TBS]; September 19, 1974—6 takes; Sound 80,

Minneapolis, MN, December 30, 1974 [BoTT].

First known performance: New Haven, CT, November 13, 1975 [early show].

It’s like this painter who lives around here … He might take a barn from twenty miles away, and hook it up with a brook right next door, then with a car ten miles away, and with the sky on some certain day, and the light on the trees from another certain day. A person passing by will be painted alongside someone [who’s] ten miles away … That’s more or less what I do.—Dylan, to John Cohen, June 1968

This description of “what I do” given to John Cohen can hardly be said to apply to those songs Dylan wrote in 1968—all three of them. It was another technique he was saving for a rainy day. Indeed, he only confirmed he had been working on the “real” follow-up to John Wesley Harding throughout the “lost” years when he began introducing “Tangled Up in Blue” at a number of American 1978 shows as “a song it took me ten years to live and two years to write.”

During the spring of 1974 he finally began painting the words to this particular story, in which the past, present, and future intersect on the same tangled plain. As with previous momentous breakthroughs—like “Mr. Tambourine Man” and “Like a Rolling Stone”—“Tangled Up in Blue” became one of those songs Dylan seemed quite happy to talk about, welcoming the opportunity to explicate upon a breakthrough no less profound or enduring.

Invariably on such occasions, the two themes he sought to address were the way the narrative played with time and how it was essentially an aural version of a painting in his head; as “Lily, Rosemary, and the Jack of Hearts” had been the aural equivalent of a motion picture. As late as 1991, he still talked about “Tangled Up in Blue,” and the album it spawned, as products of “my painting period … learning how to paint on canvas. … It’s like they are paintings, those songs, or they appeared to be. … They’re more like a painter would paint a song as [opposed] to compose it.”

This “painting period” came about because of time spent that spring in the company of an elderly teacher called Norman Raeben, in New York, while deciding what to do about his failing marriage. At the time, Dylan avoided discussing the connection with Raeben, but after spending a year and a half of his life applying the same methodology to a four-hour movie, Renaldo and Clara (1977), he opened up about their common inspiration.

Raeben was clearly a remarkable man, who pushed Dylan to unify the visions that had always come his way. As the songwriter informed poet-friend Ginsberg, “I had a teacher that was a conscious artist and he drilled it into me to be a conscious artist. So I became a conscious artist.” There was very little practical about what Raeben taught his pupil/s. To him, it was all about vision, not technique—something Dylan wisely expounded over a number of interviews in 1977–8:

He didn’t teach you how to paint so much. He didn’t teach you how to draw. He didn’t teach you any of these things. He taught you [about] putting your head and your mind and your eye together. … He looked into you and told you what you were. … If you were interested in coming out of that, you could stay there and force yourself to come out of it. You, yourself, did all the work. … My mind and my hand and my eye were not connected up. I had a lot of fantasy dreams. … It wasn’t art or painting. It was a course in something else. … After that I wrote Blood on the Tracks … Everybody agrees that that was pretty different. … There’s a code in the lyrics. … You’ve got yesterday, today and tomorrow all in the same room.

Having been reintroduced to his “true self,” it took Dylan a while to recognize a number of these former selves. If he felt like he had become an entirely different person, he was not alone: “I went home after that and my wife never did understand me ever since that day. … She never knew what I was talking about, what I was thinking about, and I couldn’t possibly explain it.” Having married a mathematician, she’d woken up with a poet.

He later informed Ron Rosenbaum, “I haven’t come to the place that Rimbaud came to when he decided to stop writing and run guns in Africa.” Which is not what he says in “Tangled Up in Blue”—and I’d rather trust the tale than the artist. The couplet “Then he started into dealing with slaves / And something inside of him died” explicitly equates Dylan’s Woodstock period with Rimbaud gun-running in Abyssinia. With “Tangled Up in Blue,” he threw off the shackles and was astounded to discover that his memory again served him well. By his own admission, having previously “tried to force-learn it … [but] I couldn’t learn what I had been able to do naturally on Highway 61 Revisited … I learned in ’75 [sic] that I have to do it … consciously; and those are the kind of songs I [now] wanted to write. The ones that do have the break up of time, where there is no time, [while] trying to make the focus as strong as a magnifying glass under the sun.”

In order to lock in such intensity, Dylan was obliged to insert himself into his own story—as an omnipresent narrator looking at all these past selves. The ménage à trois element thus introduced (“I lived with them…”) reflected a Gemini at war with himself. Even if he liked to introduce the song in concert as something he “wrote … about three people in love with each other all at the same time,” it was his twin, “that enemy within,” who was his opponent—as he almost admitted to Australian journalist Craig McGregor, describing “Tangled” as “the first [song] I ever wrote that I felt free enough to change all the … he and the she and the I and the you, and the we and the us. I figured it was all the same anyway.”

A decade after he had flicked the switch and found his muse again, he went further, telling Musician’s Bill Flanagan, “I was trying to do something that I didn’t think had ever been done before. In terms of trying to tell a story and be a present character in it without it being some kind of fake, sappy attempted tearjerker. I was trying to be somebody in the present time while conjuring up a lot of past images.”

The efficacy of the technique allowed autobiography to entwine around the very roots from which his art sprang, while putting some distance between real life and Art. When discussing this song with Matt Damsker in 1978, he felt able to claim, “There might be some little part of me which is confessing something I’ve experienced and I know, but it is definitely not the total me confessing anything.”

The lines that ring truest are the opening and closing couplets: where he is lying in bed, remembering the past; and at the crossroads, looking to the future. When he sings, “Me, I’m still on the road, heading for another joint,” he is contrasting his peripatetic life with the one his wife wanted for them. It proved to be an urge he never entirely killed off. Even in May 1971, at the height of his domestic hiatus, he told one biographer, “The important thing is to keep moving … Or else to stop by the side of the road every once in a while and build a house.” He had done both and knew which worked for him. If past and present selves are reconciled at song’s end, the lovers are not.

As part of the process, this conscious artist had become a rather self-conscious lyricist. If Dylan’s references to Rimbaud and Hesse are oblique, for the first time in a lyric he was owning up to reading some real poetry. Thus, the mysterious girl from the topless bar (Hermine again—see “Went to See the Gypsy” in the previous volume) hands him a book of sonnets in which every word “rang true and glowed like burning coal.” He even kept up the gag by informing McGregor “that [the] poet from the 13th century” was Plutarch, knowing full well it was Petrarch, the founding father of the love-sonnet—who was actually from the 14th century, but who’s counting. (My prime candidate for the specific sonnet from Petrarch’s Canzoniere Dylan is recalling would be #107: “I see no way now I can free myself / those lovely eyes have warred with me so long / that, alas, I fear this burden of care / will destroy my heart that knows no truce. / I want to flee: but those loving beams … are in my mind day and night.”)

Like “Lily, Rosemary, and the Jack of Hearts,” “Tangled Up in Blue” underwent surprisingly little reconstructive surgery after it was added to the notebook, suggesting it also was largely realized by the time it entered there. But her words to him, as they “split up on a sad dark night,” originally tied him closer to the wheel of Fate on which they were bound; “Hell, this ain’t no end / We’ve been through too much together / And we’re bound to meet again …”

Once he started singing these words, he doubtless found such a word-rich construct left him tongue-tied. Likewise, “I muttered somethin” underneath my breath” is a lot more visual than “I made a joke, she didn’t laugh.” Otherwise, the words he set about recording at the end of the first Blood on the Tracks session (September 16) were the same ones he entered in the notebook back in spring.

Its recorded self, though, did not come at all easy. Having already recorded eight of the ten songs he intended for the album in his first, six-hour session—at least four of them with some permutation of Deliverance—it seems Dylan deliberately held off cutting “Tangled Up in Blue” until the very end of the night. This version—supposedly issued in 1991 on The Bootleg Series Vols 1–31—suggests he quickly abandoned any idea of putting a band behind the song/s. A second guitar (Weissberg’s?) picks out the parts of the melody Dylan’s scratchy rhythm has left unsaid, while Tony Brown’s bass underpins the clack-clack of the singer’s jacket-buttons. But something ain’t right. Weissberg recalled how “Bob … seemed a bit ill at ease in the studio, as though he wanted to get it over with.” Having hurried through the song, he knew he’d have to return to it.

By the time work resumed the following evening, Dylan had dispensed with all the ancillary musicians. His only musical prop would be Tony Brown’s bass notes. Yet three more takes failed to do the song justice, and rather than keep plugging away, he held back, knowing its time would come—a technique which would prove a feature of the New York sessions. As drummer Richard Crooks discovered on day one, “He’ll do one take of one song, then just move on to another song, and maybe an hour or two later he’ll come back and do that first song again, just so you don’t lock on it too much.”

In the case of “Tangled,” Dylan only came back to it on the final session, the 19th. Again, he tried it a couple of times and then turned to other songs before returning to it at the end of the night, capturing it a couple more times. In fact, he had already caught it earlier that evening—as he discovered when reviewing the tapes, sequencing the album on or around September 25. This time the vocal had that edge of desperation the song required—even if his jacket was still providing percussion.

Yet enough doubt remained for him to try running it down again in Minneapolis at a second late December session. Having intended to rework just a couple of the songs cut in New York, he slowly became convinced that half the album could benefit from the kind of full-on accompaniment he had previously disdained. It was with “Tangled Up in Blue”—which had now acquired an intro awfully similar to Jefferson Airplane’s “Volunteers”—that he elected to start work on December 30.

According to guitarist Kevin Odegard, he still “produced a small red notebook in which were scribbled the verses to [this] first song he wanted to record that night.” Which begs the question: did he come up with the new sixth verse—wholly absent from said notebook—on the spot? One thing is sure: he is no longer “too busy, or too stoned.” Rather, he is living “with them on Montague Street,” consciously evoking a time when “there was music in the cafes at night / And revolution in the air.” It was a sentiment to which he would adhere through every rewrite to come—and there have been a fair few.

Once he began to see this twisting tale as an ongoing narrative of his life to date, there was very little stopping him. Between 1975 and 1984 the song underwent a number of dramatic reworkings, of which the versions performed in 1978 and 1984 proved especially powerful. In 1975 the job that had drifted down from L.A. to New Orleans in its passage from A&R to Sound 80 was transplanted to Santa Fe. In 1976 it was a gear-crunching heavy-metal arrangement that signalled a change in direction, not any change of words. While in 1978, he decided he had another tale to tell, which is presumably why he told Matt Damsker he’d never been happy with the original recording/s: “I didn’t perform it well. I didn’t have the power to perform it well, but I did write the [Blood on the Tracks] songs. They can be changed [now], but the idea was right.”

The vocal he applied to the song during the fall 1978 shows was not only “fighting sentimentality,” as he once claimed, it was also battling against any vestiges of the gorgeous melody to which he had been singing the song earlier the same year as part of a guitar–saxophone tour de force. Meanwhile, two lyrical elements now entered the song: one there originally, but toned down in the recording process; the other entirely new. An overriding sense of destiny, first emphasized by the modified line “We’re bound to meet again on the avenue,” is reinforced when the dancer informs him, “It ain’t no accident that you came.”

The new element reflected a reconstructed worldview which concerned itself more with the poetry of the King James Bible than some medieval sonneteer. From mid-November 1978, the topless lady “opened up the Bible, and started quoting it to me … Jeremiah Chapters One to Thirty Three.” Jeremiah 31:31, concerned with a new covenant between Jehovah and his chosen people, would later be quoted on the inner-sleeve of Saved. The change presaged by these lines led Dylan to abandon “Tangled” at the turn of the year, along with a whole slew of mid-seventies masterpieces.

It took until 1984 before he felt any need to revisit this song, and even then he still felt obliged to rework it. Whereas “Simple Twist of Fate” was given a banana-republic makeover, “Tangled Up in Blue” acquired an anti-romantic slant. A new ending suggested not only that the trail was now cold, but also that his pursuit of True Love had been a mistake all along. Coming from a man who in the interim had prayed to the Lord to take away “this trouble in mind,” one line in particular—the penultimate one below—seemed like a statement of intent:

So now I’m going on back again, to that forbidden zone,
I got to find someone among the women and men whose destiny is unknown.
Some are masters of illusion, some are ministers of the trade,
All of them strong [on] delusion, all of their beds unmade,
Me, I’m still walking towards the sun/Son,
Trying to stay out of the joints … [Brussels, June 7]

This version, rivetingly debuted at a show in Rotterdam in early June, was released in a disappointingly emaciated form on Real Live, from a tired Wembley show a month later. Yet the new lyric seemed to please the man himself. He revealed the thinking behind the rewrite the following year, “The old ones [sic] were never quite filled in. I rewrote it in a hotel room somewhere. I think it was Amsterdam. I wanted to sing that song so I looked at it again, and I changed it. When I sang it the next night I knew it was right.”

Yet the original lyrical construct—one of his most poetic—continued to bother the man even after the song reverted to its 1974 guise in performance, as it did from 1987 onward. In 1991, he would tell Robert Hilburn, “I always thought [‘Tangled Up in Blue’] was written too fast, too rushed … just too many lines, as if I were racing to get from here to there.” Actually, the only thing rushed about the song was the Never Ending Tour electric arrangement, which seemed in a particular hurry to complete the story (in marked contrast to the performance in Dortmund, Germany, in September 1987—probably the last live rendition to really do it justice). As one of the frustratingly few songs from the mid-seventies he has allowed to hang around, we should perhaps be grateful for the small mercy of its continued presence, pale shadow or not. Meanwhile, back in 1974, “Tangled Up in Blue” spawned song after song bound to the same wheel of fate, in a summer bonanza of inspiration.

{303} YOU’RE A BIG GIRL NOW

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 16, 1974—1 take;

September 17, 1974—2 takes [BIO—tk. 2]; September 19, 1974—1 take;

Sound 80, Minneapolis, MN, December 30, 1974 [BoTT].

First known performance: Hattiesburg, MS, May 1, 1976.

I had a couple of years there where I went out to be by myself quite a bit of the time, and that’s where I experienced those kinds of songs on Blood on the Tracks … I’ll do anything to write a song … [Well,] I used to anyway.—Dylan, to Lynne Allen, December 1978

If the New York recording of “Tangled Up in Blue” ultimately failed to satisfy its author, the version of “You’re a Big Girl Now” recorded the same week seems to have made him plain uncomfortable. The first of a punnet of ultrapersonal songs (#s 303–10) now entered in the notebook, it would be one of only three which would make the album. “You’re a Big Girl Now” was pain personified, that pain remaining red raw when he cut the exquisite New York version originally intended for the album (only released ten years later, on Biograph). It is to just such a recording that Blood on the Tracks engineer Phil Ramone is surely alluding when he suggests, “Emotionally he was in a state of revealing his life, and most writers don’t want to tell you they’re writing their autobiography, but it’s there in the atmosphere, as you hear the songs unfolding.”

In “You’re a Big Girl Now,” Dylan is writing from the vantage point of someone who, having reached the top, discovers he is really “on the bottom.” Without any secrets to conceal, he discovers a brutal honesty in the pain of loneliness (“I’m going out of my mind / With a pain that stops and starts”). He also finds an inner strength. As he told the sympathetic Julia Orange, in 1978, “There’s strength in that loneliness. You must have that kind of strength coming from an unbearable place to remain focused … Everything else must go. If there’s anything in the way, it will interfere.”

Here, nothing is allowed to interfere. Even on its entry into the notebook, barely a word is out of place. But time not only heals, it sometimes deceives. And when Dylan’s brother convinced him that the album was a little too pared down (to the bone) it was this song, along with “Idiot Wind,” that he decided to rerecord, i.e., the two most naked, searing expressions of hurt on the whole album. On a radio show, shortly after the album’s release, Dylan expressed mystification that, “People tell me they enjoy [Blood on the Tracks]. It’s hard for me to relate to that. I mean, people enjoying that type of pain.” The strength that had led him to write and record this song had drained away by the time he entered Sound 80 Studios on December 27, to be replaced by a ghostly memory of its all-consuming hurt.

Not surprisingly, the song went unattempted live after he and Sara became ostensibly reconciled. Only on the second leg of the Rolling Thunder Revue, in the spring of 1976, did he remember why he wrote it, playing it long and hard enough to warrant inclusion on the Hard Rain album. Though there have been subsequent restorations, he has not returned to said “unbearable place” since (save perhaps for the Rundown rehearsal version from February 1, 1978). Throughout 1978 and the G. E. Smith era of the Never Ending Tour (1988–90), as Dylan waved a fond farewell to Love Minus Zero, it acquired a nonchalance not altogether befitting such a baring of the soul.

{304} SHELTER FROM THE STORM

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 17, 1974—5 takes. [BoTT—tk. 5] [JM—tk. 1].

First known performance: Clearwater, FL, April 17, 1976.

Though “There Ain’t Gonna Be Any Next Time” [#308] actually appears next in the notebook, that song belongs with two other songs of a similar hue, which also failed to make the grade—as a mere footnote to the ongoing outpourings of guilt. It was immediately followed by a lyric worthy of any poet laureate, racked with the same grief as his “big girl” song and suffused with remorse. “Shelter from the Storm,” though, was not as fully honed when transferred to the page. Perhaps it was the first song entered into the notebook in the immediate aftermath of its composition (assuming, as I do, that he’d been carrying the previous songs around with him).

Another long song, the “Shelter” narrative descends from some mythopoeic realm, its mournful message operating almost as “Wedding Song Part 2.” This time he does not explicitly state that “she” saved his life, rather describing how he was “burned out from exhaustion, buried in the hail.” Or, as he originally wrote it, “Bushwhacked on the prairie, rolled on New Year’s Eve / Poisoned in the orchard, buried in the leaves.” In its original guise, “Shelter from the Storm” also contained an extra verse, at the midpoint of its eleven verses:

Now the bonds are broken but they can be retied,
By one more journey to the woods, and the holes where spirits hide.
It’s a never-ending battle for a peace that’s always torn,
Come in, she said …

That first line represents the only moment in the song where he explicitly expresses the hope that she may once again provide shelter. This could be why it stayed a part of the song long enough to be recorded, as fans discovered when an alternate take was used for the soundtrack to Cameron Crowe’s Jerry Maguire movie. This first run-through on the seventeenth has no bass accompaniment, possibly because he was showing Brown the song. Taking a pause to work on other songs, he only returned to “Shelter” later the same evening, wisely deciding the sixth verse added very little to the song. Trimming it to ten, he found a way “to cross the line.”

That word-perfect fifth take survived all the reconfigurations the album underwent, emerging as one of its real highlights. And though Dylan went on to perform it a number of different ways—almost always effectively—the nature of the song remained fixed. Whether singing it loud and clear to its subject at Fort Collins in 1976, introducing a full-blooded arrangement as “the story of my life” in 1978, noodling back to a mellower self in 1987, or getting back to the country at the Warfield in 1992, the song has endured as long as that yearning for “a place where it’s always safe and warm.”

{305} BELL TOWER BLUES

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 04 [1 verse in ms.]

Lyric included in Blood on the Tracks notebook, c. summer 1974.

Known studio recordings: ?A&R Studios, NYC, September 17, 1974.

It is perhaps a tad surprising that Blood on the Tracks draws so little on the blues, a form which Dylan had fully mastered and lent itself to all that he was feeling. Yet there is no such shortage of blues songs among those he was sketching out in his notebook that summer. Almost every song he removed from the process prior to recording falls into this category. In the end, he allowed them just a single slot, so every blues song which knocked upon his door had to jockey for that one position. (“Buckets of Rain,” the second blues song on the album, was an afterthought.)

The couple of blues songs he did get as far as recording in New York were also set to the exact same twelve-bar arrangement. Aside from “Meet Me in the Morning” and “Call Letter Blues”—both ultimately released—there is a third, unknown blues track attempted at the second September session, listed simply as “Blues.” This could be one of those two titles, but it would be odd for the engineer to list either so vaguely, given that they are both correctly identified elsewhere on the track sheets. It is tempting to believe that Dylan toyed with the idea of running down a “third” lyric, still set to the self-same template, to see if it suited this suite of songs better.

If so, the song “Bell Tower Blues” is the most likely candidate. It actually came first, clearly providing the model for “Call Letter Blues,” and, to a lesser extent, “Meet Me in the Morning.” The first verse, reproduced from the notebook on page 310 of the 2004 Lyrics (to “illustrate,” er, Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid), sets the tone: “Climbed upon the bell tower, to gaze around at the terrain / I couldn’t find you anywhere, you were gone like a northern train.” He proceeds to wait for her at the schoolyard, where she is supposed to be (!), only to envisage her then running toward a windmill. Finally giving up the chase, he instructs himself, “Gotta learn to keep my distance.” The best line in the song has no obvious bearing on his quest: “Fishing in the river, using my radio for bait.” Underneath that apple-sucking tree, I presume.

{306} IF YOU SEE HER, SAY HELLO

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04 [new lyric]. [Variants 74–78: I Can Change I Swear.]

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 16, 1974—2 takes [TBS];

September 19, 1974—1 take; Sound 80, Minneapolis, MN, December 30, 1974 [BoTT].

First known performance: Lakeland, FL, April 18, 1976.

A lot of myself crosses over into my songs. I’ll write something and say to myself, I can change this. I can make this not so personal. And at other times I’ll say, I think I’ll leave this on a personal level, and if somebody wants to … make up their own minds about what kind of character I am, that’s up to them. Other times I might say, “Well, it’s too personal, I think I’ll turn the corner on it.”—Dylan, to Scott Cohen, 1985

By the time Dylan wrote “If You See Her, Say Hello,” he had certainly reached that point in the writing process where the songs in the notebook were being entered as they were being written. Previously the lyrics were already sculpted, even those he was inclined to refine, but “If You See Her, Say Hello” has been written down with the ink still wet from last night’s tears. Verses snake up and down the page, and when Dylan reaches the end, he starts rewriting two (of originally six) verses. The original fourth verse he scrapped entirely:

Didn’t mean to fail her, I guess I should have known,
That another person’s happiness can never be your own,
And though you can’t mistake the emptiness, the bitterness is gone,
The pleasures of those days with her still linger on and on.

A little too close to the bone. Even an attempted rewrite of that second couplet—“If I seem preoccupied, there’s nothing much to tell / It is the pleasures of those days with her that keeps me in a spell”—fails to turn the requisite corner. A further change, to the third person, making it so that “the pleasure of those days with her still bothers him at night,” fails to mask the still visible scars. Eventually he decides the verse has to go.

The third-person narrator sticks around for a while, though. He even acquires a nickname—“the kid.” It is “the kid” who directs the third verse not to her, but to the man who is making love to her; and who, unable to fully “express his love,” “respects her for what she done, it lifted up the veil / … that covered up his eyes and kept his mind in jail.”

This is one seriously mixed-up kid, sure of only one thing—he wants her back. That feeling only grew stronger; which is perhaps why, when he got to New York, Dylan couldn’t wait to get this one down. One of those songs he recorded solo on day one while waiting for Weissberg and his band to appear, it was the first song he rolled tape on. That initial version would later appear on The Bootleg Series Vols 1–3, in all its tentativeness, but it was not the one he was looking for, and he recut it in a single take, three nights later, with Tony Brown’s burbling bass beautifully complementing the man’s sly rearrangement of that old favorite, “Scarborough Fair.” It is no coincidence that he has set the song to the same melodic paradigm as “Girl of the North Country,” another lyric addressed to a third party, asking him to send his best to a gal who left him behind.

But still he wondered whether the end result was “too personal, too probing,” and it duly became another song he elected to put through the Minneapolis mangler. By the time he rerecorded the song at Sound 80, “I” has replaced another, and he is no longer the cuckold. “If you get close to her, kiss her once for me” is an antiseptic replacement for the displaced intimacy of “If you’re making love to her, kiss her for the kid”—and one instantly revealed on the album’s release, accompanied as the first pressing was by Pete Hammill’s sleeve notes, which quoted the line as he recorded it in New York. Though the song came out the other side still shimmering, only the merest hint of the hurt which had spilled across those manila pages remained.

However, the bitterness which “disappeared with the love that he kept hid” returned with a vengeance when he decided to rewrite the song in a more vituperative vein in the weeks preceding the start of the fall 1975 Rolling Thunder Revue. Inspired by what he had done with “Simple Twist of Fate,” Dylan turned to this sister song during tour rehearsals, as witnessed by reporter Larry Sloman, who notes how Dylan had turned “the mournful lost-love ballad into a revenge song.” The reporter even quotes a couple of lines: “If she passes through this way, most likely I’ll be gone / But if I’m not don’t tell her so, just let her pass on.” (Though Dylan semi-slurs much of the 1975 rehearsal version used in Renaldo and Clara, the last two lines are clear enough, “If she’s passin” back this way most likely I’ll be gone / But if I’m not just let her know it’s best she stays gone”—so this may very well be the version Sloman witnessed.)

It would be April 1976 before he unveiled the whole of the new lyric, which he did as an acoustic opener on the first night of the Gulf Coast Revue tour. When he did, the shock to the system was palpable. This was no passive cuckold. Revenge sat in his soul, as he fired off lines like:

If you see her say hello, she might be in San Juan,
She left here in a hurry, I don’t know what she was on …

If you make love to her, watch it from the rear,
You’ll never know when I’ll be back, or liable to appear.
Oh, it’s [as] natural to dream of things, as it is for rules to break,
But right now I ain’t got much to lose, so you better stay awake.

Her possible return, rather than something devoutly to be wished, has become a cause for concern. On the final line of the breathless Lakeland performance, he expresses this concern in one of his great love–hate couplets: “I know that she’ll be back some day, of that there is no doubt / But when that moment comes, Lord, give me the strength to keep her out.” Though he performed the song just once more during that fiery tour, in Tallahassee, he went on to explore similar emotions on the 1976 versions of “Idiot Wind” and “Tangled Up in Blue,” the blood on these tracks threatening to be hers.

Having passed through the fire, the song returned in 1978 with an altogether more resigned rearrangement, also destined to last less than a week. Aping the seesaw of emotions in the lyric with an old-fashioned waltz, Dylan beautifully sums up the impasse these two star-crossed lovers have reached: “Though our situation, oh, it hurt me to the bone / She’s better off with someone else and I’m better off alone.” By 1994, when the song began its never-ending journey, he was back with the red notebook, singing those original lyrics (save for a last line in which he sings “If I’m still on her mind”). Initially he tried a little tenderness. Post-1995 versions—and it was still being performed in 2008—have rarely pulled off the same tightrope trick.

{307} CALL LETTER BLUES

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 04 [complete version: Words Fill My Head].

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 16—3 takes [TBS—tk. 3].

Another no-punches-pulled exploration of the emotions of loss, “Call Letter Blues” betrays a blatant debt to its predecessor, “Bell Tower Blues”—as explicated by its original title, “Church Bell Blues.” It also appears to have utilized a couple of lines left over from “If You See Her Say Hello” (and one from “Hollis Brown”):

Way out in the distance,
I know you’re with some other man,
I try to keep an open mind and understand.

Such self-consciously autobiographical imagery probably told for it in the end. I just can’t imagine Dylan releasing the line “Children ask for mother, I tell ’em mother took a trip” into the world back in 1974. But at least he got as far recording this one with Weissberg’s band on that first night, cutting it in three takes, before deciding that he would rather replace it with an entirely fanciful morning blues, aka “Meet Me in the Morning.” The tune, he kept. Literally. As the 1991 release of “Call Letter Blues” fully revealed. (See #319 for further discussion.)

Note: The published lyric contains only the first four verses, though the full seven verses feature on the 1991 release. Presumably this is an oversight, as it was certainly copyrighted in its entirety.

{308} THERE AIN’T GONNA BE A NEXT TIME

{309} WHERE DO YOU TURN (TURNING POINT)?

{310} IT’S BREAKIN’ ME UP

#308–10 lyrics included in Blood on the Tracks notebook, c. summer 1974.

#308 First verse + chorus in Lyrics (2004) [p. 524].

At this point in the proceedings, high summer, the line between therapy and threnody is becoming more than a little blurred. After “Call Letter Blues,” Dylan adds two more blues lyrics to the notebook, making it five out of the first ten songs when we include “Bell Tower Blues” and “There Ain’t Gonna Be a Next Time” (entered either side of “Shelter from the Storm”). At this juncture, he seems to have been planning to make another Bob Dylan’s Blues. If so, the scheme was scuppered by further breakthroughs in rock lyricism.

In the case of “There Ain’t Gonna Be a Next Time,” once again the first verse and chorus of this “lost” Blood on the Tracks song has been inserted out of context in the back pages of the 2004 Lyrics. In this snippet, we find Dylan admonishing himself in the second person for having lost her scent (“You were always thinking about her / But you slipped away and lost her trail”). Once again “the kid” recognized (too late) that she “always understood” his tune “better’n you do.” Castigating himself for treating her like a possession, while keeping “the world on a string,” the whole tenor of this potentially promising song can be summed up thus: mend your ways, boy.

And the next two blasts of the blues—“Where Do You Turn?” and “It’s Breakin’ Me Up”—continue the self-flagellation. “Where Do You Turn” does so by asking where one turns when the lights burn out, when fate leads you astray, when your dreams fall down, when doubt replaces belief, and so on. Setting himself on the road to the 1976 “If You See Her, Say Hello,” he finally asks the Lord for the strength to resist.

The other diversionary song penned before again picking up her trail is equally direct. “It’s Breakin’ Me Up,” a simple blues, harps on three lines at a time about how “it’s breakin’ [him] up.” He longs for the days when whipping out a guitar was all it took to win her back. But he knows it is time to put such twelve-bar therapy on the backburner and rediscover the “kind of strength [that’s] coming from an unbearable place.”

{311} SIMPLE TWIST OF FATE

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04. [Variants: I Can Change I Swear; Words Fill My Head.]

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 16, 1974—5 takes;

September 19, 1974—3 takes [BoTT—tk. 3].

First known performance: “The World of John Hammond,” Chicago, IL, September 10, 1975.

Though it would appear “Simple Twist of Fate” was another lyric formulated on the farm, the impetus for such a nostalgic song was much older. As “Girl from the North Country” had been triggered by the breakup with Suze Rotolo, casting him back to an older affair, so “Simple Twist of Fate” set him reflecting not on Sara, but on Suze—hence the song’s subtitle in the notebook, “4th Street Affair.” That his former true love had been on his mind is evidenced by a phone call he had made on arriving in New York that spring. As Rotolo told Rock Wives author Victoria Balfour, “Out of the blue he called. He was with Lillian and Mel Bailey, old friends of both Bob and me. As I remember it, Mel was annoyed with Bob for calling me up again, ‘Leave her alone, she’s married.’ I felt nervous.”

For all its references, implied or explicit, to the time Rotolo sailed away to Italy, one rewrite he performed at a show in London on June 30, 1981, really gave the game away: “I remember Suze and the way that she talked.” “Simple Twist of Fate” is another song where Dylan felt “free enough to change all the … he and the she and the I and the you, and the we and the us.” And even in the song “his” Suze remains out of reach, because he is actually recalling how he sought solace in another lady’s arms when Suze was in Italy during that painful summer of 1962.

By jumbling up the narrative, Dylan ensures that the listener never knows whether he is suggesting Suze was his lost twin, or the one-night stand he is now recalling in such delicious detail. (He still hadn’t made up his mind by the time of Chronicles, wondering aloud if “maybe we [Suze and I] were spiritual soul-mates.”) The juxtaposition of an overwhelming sense of loss with a slightly sordid liaison is masterful, enhanced by Dylan’s decision to rewrite the one verse that explicated the occasion as a liaison with a prostitute:

A flute upon the corner played, morning taps like a promenade,
As the light busts through a cut-up shade, and sprayed upon the bed.
She raised her weary head. And couldn’t help but hate
Cashing in on a simple twist of fate.

On one level, the whole song is about the tricks memory plays. Ten years later, Dylan will reuse the idea on the even more impressive “New Danville Girl.” As he once said, “Certain things I can remember very clearly. Others are a kinda blur, but where I was and what was happening I can focus in on if I’m forced to.” Forcing himself to “focus in” for this song, his mind wanders into the same memoryscape already mined on “Tangled Up in Blue”: another love just out of reach. Like those star-crossed lovers, he knows that “chance is the fool’s name for fate.”2 Indeed, the final verse of “Simple Twist of Fate,” in draft form, almost replicates the former’s finale. He has once again “picked up her trail / She’s either there or back in jail.” This time, though, he succumbs to the vagaries of fate with a metaphorical shrug of the shoulders; “She was born in spring, I was born too late.”

Refusing resolution to such a moving narrative is one of the song’s greatest strengths. It also permitted Dylan to toy with the narrative for another decade, beginning in September 1975, when he took some of the lessons he had acquired from Desire colyricist Jacques Levy and applied them to the previous album. On the final verse of the version he debuted on a TV tribute to John Hammond, he is again stuck at the docks, but this time he feels “She should have caught me in my prime / She would have stayed with me / ’Stead of going back off to sea / And leaving me to meditate.”

Interestingly enough, he suggested at one point that the song “was recorded, I think, two times—and one time it had one set of lyrics and another [time] it had another set of lyrics. But the difference in lyrics wasn’t that detrimental to the meaning of the song.” The Hammond version had evidently become, in his mind, another recording. In reality, he stuck doggedly to the notebook lyrics at the Blood on the Tracks sessions, though he began his ongoing experiments with the arrangement. On the first night, it was the one song he attempted both solo acoustic and “with band” (as clearly indicated on the tape log). Three days later he reverted to a stripped bare, bass/guitar arrangement, putting it on the record immediately after that other song where memory and fate played games, “Tangled Up in Blue.” Which is where it stayed through all the second guesses.

In concert, too, “Tangled” and “Simple Twist” seemed to enjoy an almost symbiotic relationship. Through 1984, both continued to benefit from significant revamps at every pitstop, with “Simple Twist of Fate” in particular seeming to bring out the best in Dylan the revisionist lyricist, year in, year out. In 1980–1, he even made the lady of the night a close cousin of those other “witchy women,” Angelina and Claudette, as the pair “stepped into a waterfront hotel, with the neon burning dim / He looked at her and she looked at him / With that look that can manipulate.” And still he continued to tap into the experience like it was yesterday.

By 1984 precious few vestiges of the original “4th Street Affair” remained. Instead, the duo had seemingly stepped out of a Malcolm Lowry novel to find themselves at the Grand Hotel “where the desk clerks dress in white / With a face as black as night.” This time, the narrator ends up throwing the woman out, accompanied by a characteristic verbal volley, “I taught you all you know. Now don’t bother me no more.” Evidently, he was no longer prepared to let “witchy women” ru[i]n his life.

1987 marked another sea change. The song reverted to its original lyrical template—as did all the Blood on the Tracks songs he now performed. And still, vestiges of the song’s beating heart remained well into the Never Ending Tour, Dylan rarely failing to invest this, one of his most personal songs, with power and passion. Perhaps the version that reignited the song came early in the 1987 Temples in Flames tour, when he was again finding it hard to stop his libido a-wanderin.” At a show in Helsinki (September 23), he seemed to remember everything about the song that mattered, in that moment demonstrating the full restoration of his performing powers.

{312} IDIOT WIND

Published lyric/s: Performing Literature [original New York version]; Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 16, 1974—5

takes [TBS—tk. 5]; A&R Studios, September 19, 1974—3 takes; Sound 80,

Minneapolis, MN, December 27, 1974 [BoTT].

First known performance: Bellevue Biltmore Hotel, Clearwater, FL, April 17, 1976.

If you’ve heard both versions [of “Idiot Wind”], you realize, of course, that there could be a myriad of verses for the thing. It doesn’t stop … Where do you end? … It’s something that could be a work continually in progress.—Dylan, to Paul Zollo, 1991

From those summer days on the farm to the first Minneapolis session in December 1974, “Idiot Wind” quite literally remained “a work continually in progress.” The red notebook vividly bears out girlfriend Ellen Bernstein’s recollection that this song “was one in particular that I remember changing a lot. Whole verses would come and go.” Though he got the whole song first time, a full four-verse version coming immediately after “Simple Twist of Fate,” nine of the remaining twenty-three pages are devoted to the greatest love–hate song of the twentieth century.

But even before he moves on to another song he has begun reworking the final verse, rebuilding the stanza from line one, across two pages, until it has been dramatically realigned to (one imagines) ongoing events: “I hadn’t called you Friday, it must have been because you were hard to reach … [or] I hadn’t received my (goodbye) part of the speech.”

He was a long way from finished. After penning “Don’t Want No Married Woman” and “You’re Gonna Make Me Lonesome When You Go,” he decides to throw out verses three and four and start again. Again the changes spill across the pages of the notebook, occupying three sheets, the third of which starts with a line that shows in what direction the song is now going: “Politicians hold me up, while imitators steal me blind.”

And even after he had latched onto a potential album closer, in “Up to Me”—which was itself reworked in the notebook—he wasn’t quite done with “Idiot Wind.” On the last coupla back pages, he starts again, not from verse one, which stays “same as before,” but verses two through four. From page 33 to page 55, then, he allowed this catharsis to unwind as follows:




	p. 33–5

	The full four-verse version of the song in its initial draft form, directly after “Simple Twist of Fate.”




	p. 35–6

	After drawing a line under the song, Dylan spends a page and a half rewriting—multiple times—the last verse of the song. Page 36 is reproduced on page 518 of the 2004 Lyrics, i.e., in the Down in the Groove section, but is almost impossible to read because of the blurry reverse image.




	p. 40–1

	Having written “Don’t Want No Married Woman” and “You’re Gonna Make Me Lonesome,” Dylan returns to “Idiot Wind,” spending a further two pages on the last two verses, with the last verse again preoccupying him greatly.




	p. 53–5

	The last entry in the notebook finds Dylan working on verses two to four of the song. Finally, he begins to sketch out new couplets and verses, some of which connect to “Idiot Wind,” some of which do not.






In the rewriting process, a song that started life as a bittersweet song of regret ends up being “all about my steady hatred directed at some point that was honest”—which was the way Dylan described the original ten-page version of “Like a Rolling Stone.” The initial draft of “Idiot Wind” probably bore a strong resemblance to the “vomit” draft of “Like a Rolling Stone.” The one aspect of the 1974 song that didn’t change was the first verse, which memorably begins in draft one, “Someone’s got it in for me / They’re planting stories in the press …” Already, Dylan has no doubt as to the source of the “Idiot Wind.” As he once opined, apropos of criticism of a later offering, “If [critics] are off to say something, they’re gonna say something and there’s very little you can say against it, unless you defend yourself against the wind” (my italics).

For the narrator of “Idiot Wind,” gossip has a power all its own (“Gossip is a weapon traveling through the air. It whispers. But it does have a tremendous influence. It’s one of the driving forces”—Dylan, November 1977). Taking a leaf from Hank Williams—whose “Be Careful Of The Stones That You Throw” he had covered back in 1967, but whose “Mind Your Own Business” offers the closer template—this sixties survivor has the gossipmongers in his sights. Taking another leaf, this time from the F. Scott Fitzgerald tree, he makes the narrator a Gatsby-like figure, who it is said “shot a man named Gray, and took his wife to Italy.” Upon her (unexplained) death, he inherits a million dollars (originally three million).

Only at the end of this magnetic verse does he reveal the real source of his enmity, the “sweet lady” who is a part of the blizzard of lies that is covering the entire land post-Watergate. Though the lines change, her complicity does not. “Idiot wind, blowing thru the circles round your eyes / Blowing thru the hot and dusty skies”—which is the way those lines appear in the first draft acquire an epic sweep when conjoined with “from the Grand Coulee Dam to the Mardi Gras,” widening further “to the Capi-tull.”

The narrator’s attempt to retain his sanity in a world full of lies is his primary concern at the start of the second verse. Looking for direction, he throws the I-Ching, a book he sang the praises of as far back as 1965 (“It’s the only thing that is amazingly true, period … It’s a whole system of finding out things … [and] besides being a great book to believe in, it’s also very fantastic poetry”). He throws hexagram #51, which deals with The Arousing Thunder, while “waiting for the weather to change.” But it doesn’t provide the answer he’s looking for. Nor does the Christlike “lone soldier on the hill,” who “won the war / After losing every battle.” He thinks back to another, unnamed prophet who “told me once that too much pride is a disease / [And] always stand back a step from someone who’s too eager to please.”

However, he can’t get “her” off his mind, nor forgive her for hurting the ones he loved best. No longer in “Rolling Stone” mode, imagining his victim as “swimming in lava … in the pain [she was] bound to meet up with,” he finds an equally morbid image, her lying in a ditch (or, with greater finality, “grave” in the 1976 version). At the end of the first half of the song, he envisions laying flowers on her tomb, for the idiot wind has done her in.

Close to the point of no return, Dylan pulls back from the brink. As with “She’s Your Lover Now,” he has spent his fury by the end of verse two, allowing himself to reflect on his own failings. He is no longer sure what it is that he wants to say, or how he wants the whole affair to end. Having castigated those who profit from gossip, he finds himself indulging in the most intense examination of his own conduct in-song, and does not like what he finds.

He has a choice to make—stand naked before unknowing eyes again, or clothe the song in more mythopoeic attire. Sensing that he may be laying just a little too much of himself on the line, he instigates a series of second-guesses intended to make the initial, naked portrayal seemingly personal. He admitted such concerns were ever-present when discussing this song’s composition a decade later with Bill Flanagan:

I thought I might have gone a little bit too far with “Idiot Wind.” I might have changed some of it. I didn’t really think I was giving away too much. I thought that it seemed so personal that people would think it was about so-and-so who was close to me. It wasn’t. But you can put all these words together and that’s where it falls. You can’t help where it falls. I didn’t feel that one was too personal, but I felt it seemed too personal. Which might be the same thing … Usually with those kinds of things, if you think you’re too close to something … your feelings are going to change a month later, and you’re going to look back and say, “What did I do that for?”

At this formative stage, he was still blaming her for six years of writer’s block: “I tamed the fury in your soul / And you put out the fire in my heart.” Which is an extraordinary claim, as even he quickly realized. Almost immediately, he began to reconsider. And so, after conjuring up that exquisite image, “I tamed the lion in your cage,” he inverts the image so that she now tames him, while questioning his performance as a lover: “After I waited forever for you, you said that I came too fast.” It’s a line he was wise to forsake, even if it suggests he had been reading some Jacobethan sonnets.

The “original” fourth verse comes dangerously close to a 1974 “Ballad in Plain D.” Thankfully, he allowed himself the time and opportunity to turn it into something else. Despite which, the song’s focus is clear. The man can claim he set out to write something that “seemed so personal that people would think it was about so-and-so” till he is blue in the face. “Idiot Wind” began life as a letter to a Sara:

I haven’t called you for days and days,

And it hurts me more than it bothers you,

It wasn’t that I didn’t care,

It was just something that I must’ve been going through.

I figured I’d lost you anyway,

What’s the point of past desire?

There would be your voice and mine,

Trying to talk through wire.

Finally got my eyesight back,

And saw you for what you are,

No reason to get all messed up,

I think I’ll watch you from afar.

The barest hint of reconciliation, introduced at the end of this verse, is begrudging at best: “It would be nice to work it out, but we would have to do it for love / Let’s not do it for the money.” This surprisingly honest sentiment would stay intact all the way to New York’s A&R Studios, though the way he puts it in the studio is a tad more poetic: “You can have the best there is, but it’s gonna cost you all your love / You won’t get it for money.” (To hear the way he alights on that final word, like a bird on the wire, on the oft-bootlegged test-pressing take is to know that the song remains tethered to his heartstrings.)

When he returns to the final verse—just before writing two songs for current paramour Ellen Bernstein—he has stopped merely targeting a former love. Everyone who has fucked with him through a turbulent decade is in his sights: “I’ve had so much stolen from me, some times I think I must be blind / With [so many] copycats and imitators, I guess the real thing is hard to find.” Not that the “sweet lady” herself is entirely off the hook. She is accused of deceit, typecast as one of those “sweethearts [who] load dice on me.” “I thought you were someone else / It must have been the mask you wore” is one such couplet he might easily have transferred to “Up to Me”; as is “I knew what we were going to say, but I hadn’t received my part of the speech.”

Reconciliation at this stage seems a long way off. The process of obfuscation for public consumption, though, continued apace. Having begun by revealing too much, he was intent on making the lyric increasingly cryptic. In the grip of the “Up to Me” mindset, he suggests, “I saw your brother later on, he gave your shoes to me and then he wept.” But he soon kills the brother off, preferring to trade insults with that unfeeling heartbreaker at the center of this raging storm: “After you stepped over my head, you said you never wanted to see my face no more.”

Despite everything, he continues searching for her “in the jail” and “in the sad cafes” of earlier songs. Soon, however, it is time to take a break from all the recriminations. By the time he returned to the song for the fourth time, he already had an album’s worth of songs that reclaimed every inch of the territory lost in the forgotten years. But he still feared a return to those times, as he made clear with the new opening to verse three:

In a backroom full of refugees, blue strangers tell me where I’ve been,

But I don’t remember anything; to me it’s like amnesia has set in.

Now everything’s a little upside down …

Meanwhile, he allows the fourth verse to go off on an astrological tangent—“The connection finally broke, and one day I felt the power of the storm / A hound dog bayed behind your trees, silhouetted by a moon in Capricorn.” But even after writing out this “final” draft, he can’t help rewriting one last couplet, which for now read, “I woke up on the roadside and was daydreaming about the way things used to be / Until a vision of your yellow horse trampled me straight back into reality.”

By now, Dylan had started playing the new songs to friends, a practice that had once been the norm. But even way back when, never had he done such market research as he did now. Among the lucky recipients given their own private demonstration of genius rekindled were guitarist Michael Bloomfield, songwriter Shel Silverstein, country musician Pete Rowan, Dylan’s cousin and assorted Hassidic friends, and, perhaps first of all, Stephen Stills and Tim Drummond, who were playing a concert in nearby St. Paul (with Crosby and Nash) when he and Ellen traveled up from the farm in early August. Drummond told Ben Fong-Torres the following day, “It’s completely different from Planet Waves. It’s gutsy, bluesy, so authentic.”

“Idiot Wind” was surely shaped by this process, as Dylan faced up to the very public scrutiny such a song was bound to engender. By the time he arrived at A&R Studios on September 16, the sweetheart who loaded dice on him had become “ladykillers,” the brother was now her “driver” (who “came in after you left, gave [all your bags] to me, and then he resigned”), and the “lovesick prophet” was no more. The femme fatale, though, continued to use her feminine wiles: “You close your eyes and part your lips and slip your fingers from your glove.”

Initially, Dylan set the song to a simple bass accompaniment. However, though he twice pulled off complete takes on that first evening, he felt he had failed to “make the focus as strong as a magnifying glass under the sun.” When he returned to the song three nights later, he persevered with a simple guitar/bass arrangement, only overdubbing some atmospheric organ—courtesy of Paul Griffin—after the fact. That version from the nineteenth was assigned to the original test pressing of the album, with said organ overdub and even a four-line vocal “punch in” (thus refuting engineer Ramone’s claim that “we only punched in things like a bass part or an organ note that went sour. Not on him. Definitely not on him!”).

Another previously rejected version, though, was selected for the 1991 Bootleg Series set. Though credited to the nineteenth, a close comparison with versions of “Tangled Up in Blue” and “If You See Her, Say Hello” attributed to the sixteenth, also included on the set, make it probable that this cut is from the same first session. It shares the same slightly mannered tone and a hesitancy in the delivery, which is slightly surprising given the number of times he had previewed the material.

On the other hand, the one earmarked for the “New York” version of the album is one of the most chastening, bittersweet vocals the man ever committed to tape. By this juncture Tony Brown is no longer burbling away in the background—he is leaning into every line. Brown himself remains in no doubt about the merits of the test-pressing take: “I really thought that what Paul Griffin and I did was far superior to what was used on the final version of the album. Nothing can touch our version of ‘Idiot Wind.’” Even as he sinks into silence, the singer finds a certain sweet release, surrendering the song to one of his most plaintive harmonica codas. A full-on tour de bloody force is what it is.

And yet it seems Dylan couldn’t wait to redo “Idiot Wind” when he reworked some of the songs—i.e., half the album—in Minneapolis, in late December. Once again, he found his emotions had taken a tectonic shift. He’d been applying the red marker-pen to those last two verses in the interim, honing his invective, and winding himself up for a grand finale which suggested recrimination may well best be served cold:

I been double-crossed now for the very last time and now I’m finally free,

I kissed goodbye the howling beast on the borderline which separated you from me,

You’ll never know the hurt I suffered nor the pain I rise above

And I’ll never know the same about you, your holiness or your kind of love.

Indignation has now replaced introspection. The tone of that final verse is almost sneering, making the change of heart that comes in the chorus with “We’re idiots, babe” wholly unexpected, and not altogether convincing. Nor do the Minnesotan musicians add a great deal to the song, playing with a singular lack of flair, as if wary of challenging Dylan musically. The new version may have come quick—apparently four takes—but the song was now caught between two conflicting stools. It was still a mightily important song and garnered more than its share of praise when the album appeared the following February (“My favorite is ‘Idiot Wind’ … its intensity scares me.”—Stephen Holden, Rolling Stone).

Even so, it was destined to remain “a work continually in progress” as long as the narrative still mirrored the narrator’s life. All it took, really, for the next stage of its evolution was for Dylan to find himself back in the rain. By the spring of 1976, the recriminator had gagged and bound his more timid twin. Having broken into the song at a birthday jam session for Eric Clapton at Shangri-La Studios in March, wiling away the wee hours in those arid confines rather than going home to the wife, he recast it the following month as the centerpiece of the 1976 Revue, ready to twist the blade on his “sweet lady.”

The work-in-progress had resumed its travels. If “Isis” and “Sara” had been the lyrical lynchpins of the fall 1975 shows, “Idiot Wind” now superseded them. At Fort Collins, the penultimate show of the Rolling Thunder Revue, the mobile truck was out back recording a live album, the cameras were on him, and his wife was in the pit, as sound and fury melded in the maelstrom. The performance that afternoon, in miserable weather, reflected three days of pent-up frustrations holed up in a hotel in the mountains with the rain falling harder and harder, and three years spent trying to mend a marriage inexorably falling to pieces.

He even threw in a couple of rewrites that seemed to be aimed directly at the orchestra pit. No longer haunted by visions of her chestnut mare, it is her “smoking tongue” which he can’t stand. And just to prove this was personal, it was no longer her books he can’t bear to read. Rather, he spits out the lines, “I can’t even touch the clothes you wear / Every time I come in your room / You leave me standing in the middle of the air.” Ouch. This man was airing dirty laundry to several million unknowin” eyes. And when the performance was made the finale of his Hard Rain TV film, the camera work, courtesy of Howard Alk, was as in your face as the delivery. At least it now seemed to be out of his system.

Like most other songs from that furnace of desire, Dylan left this “Idiot Wind” to blow away with the decree nisi. On the brink of resuming touring as a way of life in the fall of 1985, he even observed, “The stuff before ’78, those people have kinda disappeared … If you see me live, you won’t hear me sing too many of those songs.”

So imagine the collective shock when word spread beyond the Antipodeans that Dylan had started performing the song again, night after night, at a solid set of Australian shows in the winter of 1992. Nor did Dylan disappoint. The rage had gone, but what had replaced it was the kind of fatalism that infused the best of his post-conversion work. He had returned to the heart of the song as it was when he got to New York. (He even kept tripping himself up at the start of the second verse, singing of “a lone soldier on the hill … You’d never know it to look at him, but in the final shot …,” two vestiges of the original recording.)

Those last two verses had continued to concern him and were now truncated into a single verse, combining elements of both but leaving most of the real invective back in Colorado. And still those 1992 performances just got better and better from the NET debut in Melbourne on April 2 through one night in San Francisco (May 5), when Jerry Garcia put down his ham sandwich long enough to play on—and inspire the author of—this epic song about a marriage not so much on the mend as around the bend. Dylan even restored the harmonica coda, playing it with all the insouciance of a fifty-year-old man who had survived every storm life had thrown at him with his ineffable gift for performing intact. (A well-shot audience video of this performance is worth checking out just to see Dylan’s expression at the end, knowing he has just delivered the goods.)

{313} DON’T WANT NO MARRIED WOMAN

Lyric included in Blood on the Tracks notebook, c. summer 1974.

{314} YOU’RE GONNA MAKE ME LONESOME WHEN YOU GO

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 16, 1974—8 takes; A&R Studios, September 17, 1974—3 takes [BoTT—tk. 3].

First known performance: Bellevue Biltmore Hotel, Clearwater, FL, April 22, 1976.

“I didn’t want to get married, and I wasn’t being asked to leave.”—Ellen Bernstein, to the author

Having bared his soul to the crosswind, Dylan chose to write two songs of light relief, both designed to appeal to his companion at the time, the young Columbia A&R lady Ellen Bernstein. The first of these, another twelve-bar blues, seems to be him having a little fun, portraying married women as being “too much aggravation,” forever digging through his pockets and looking through his clothes. He lists all the various things he’d rather do, which include enlisting in the army, drinking muddy water, and looking into the devil’s eye.

By the sixth and final verse, he appears to be targeting a particular married woman again, someone whom he’s been trying to avoid because of her capacity for making his heart sink “like a ship … when you kissed my lips.” Though the song made it no further, that final verse would reappear verbatim at the end of the last song written for the album, “Meet Me in the Morning,” proving that all these Bloody blues were a mongrel breed.

If he was looking to amuse his one-woman audience, he was making a more serious point with the next devilish ditty, originally called “You’re Gonna Make Me Miss You When You Go.” Written with Ellen very much in mind, the song came pure and easy, with little changed from notebook to studio save for two lines in verse five, “Up till now the road’s been steep / I been killing time, fighting sleep,” which are then replaced by the lovely “compare/affair” couplet. Also, in the final verse, a very personal vision of heaven replaces the patently inferior “But I’m gonna have to change my gears / Or else you’re gonna have to get back here.”

The version recorded in New York—which suggests he’ll see her “in the sky above”—comes across as a coded way of saying “so long, good luck, and good-bye.” He tried it both fast and slow, preferring the former for the album (the latter was shortlisted for The Bootleg Series 1–3, but was cut when it was reduced to three disks). And Dylan retained a certain affection for the song even after he resumed his relationship with the married woman who made his heart sink like a ship (though he avoided rekindling any relationship that resembled “Verlaine’s and Rimbeau”). It was no great surprise when he gave the song a gorgeous country-rock reinvention on the second Revue tour. With an even stronger melody, it cut quite a contrast to the other, angst-ridden arrangements given the 1974 songs in 1976. Rehearsed early on for the 1978 world tour and at least once during the G.E. era, it has nonetheless become the forgotten song from perhaps his finest album side.

{315} UP TO ME

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 16, 1974—1 take;

A&R Studios, September 19, 1974—7 takes [BIO—tk. 7].

It’s a fine line between where I am and where I’m projecting [or] what I know about; what I’m familiar with; what I know to be the truth … it’s a very fine line on what I tend to make personal of other people’s situation.—Dylan, to Lynne Allen, December 1978

In its own way, “Up to Me” is as masterful an achievement as “Tangled Up in Blue,” using much the same technique to create a well-crafted juxtaposition of “what I know to be the truth” and what “I’m projecting.” As a rule of thumb, the sentiments expressed herein are real enough, but set within scenarios almost entirely derived from the worlds of fiction and film. In verse ten, he even taunts his second-person audience with the dangers of believing gossip, safeguarding against another blast of the idiot wind: “There’s a note left in the bottle, you can give it to Estelle / She’s the one you been wond’rin’ ’bout, but there’s really nothin’ much to tell.”

He is having such fun that he can even afford to discard some one-liners that a lesser poet might have saved, say for “Black Diamond Bay.” Before he refused to “be governed by enforced insanity,” he had “made the trade with an ounce of jade and gave up my vanity.” The whole song could almost be the life story of “a man named Gray,” such are the surreal things that seem to happen to the song’s main character as he embarks on the eternal quest. Just like “Tangled Up in Blue” and “Simple Twist of Fate” and “Shelter from the Storm,” “she” remains ever elusive. But unlike those earlier songs, he does not allow himself to be distracted from the search:

Oh, the Union Central is pullin’ out, it’s smoking up my room,

It’s been floating in my memory ever since I left the womb,

And the loan sharks up on St. Peter’s Square questioned my morality,

Somebody’s got to find your trail, I guess it must be Up to Me.

Betwixt the carnival of coincidence that gives the song its loose narrative, he allows himself to express the pain he is still feeling, “Well, I just can’t rest without you, love, I need your company,” when not talking about the barriers he must constantly hide behind, “She’s everything I need and love but I’d never tell her that” (later changed to “I can’t be swayed by that”). Even in Dylan’s canon, few lines are as poignant as the opening line to the final verse of “Up to Me”: “And if we never meet again, baby, remember me …”

He is setting us up for an unhappy ending. Which may well be the rub, for “Up to Me” was surely written as the album closer. Save for a couple of throwaway ideas, it is the last song in the notebook (where it is written out twice). It almost segues from “Shelter from the Storm” melodically, completing a circle of sorts with the two opening songs of the album. When exactly Dylan gave up on making this song the album closer is less clear—presumably some time after he recorded “Buckets of Rain,” the song which replaced it. Yet he spent much of the final session in New York working on “Up to Me.” Even when he finally got a take he liked, he kept going. Two takes of the song were under consideration for the album right up to the final sequencing, six days later.

In the end, a desire for a more redemptive conclusion—and/or the dawning realization that he was making an awfully long album—did for it. (The released album is already over 52 minutes long. With “Up to Me” replacing “Buckets of Rain,” it would have been over 55 minutes, an unheard-of length for a “rock” album in the vinyl era, until Desire.) As a result, for a decade or so fans had to make do with Roger McGuinn’s respectable “Rolling Thunder” arrangement on his second solo album, Cardiff Rose (1976), before Biograph (1985) finally delivered the real deal.

{316} AIN’T IT FUNNY

{317} LITTLE BIT OF RAIN

Both lyrics included in Blood on the Tracks notebook, c. summer 1974.

I wrote all the songs for Blood on the Tracks in about a month, and then I recorded them, and stepped back out of that place where I was when I wrote them and went back to whatever I was doing before. Sometimes you’ll get what you can out of these things, but you can’t stay there.—Dylan, to Bill Flanagan, 1985

Before Dylan “stepped back out of that place” where this extraordinary body of songs came from, he made two last attempts to write something short and bittersweet. Neither amounted to much, perhaps indicating that the well was already almost dry. “Ain’t It Funny” amounts to four verses of familiar phrases about the inevitable falling out, though the suggestion that someone has drained “the fountain of our youth” and is now trying to bottle it is a corker.

“Little Bit of Rain” also seems to be trampling over familiar territory. Taking its title from a well-known Fred Neil song Dylan would have heard in the cafes when “revolution was in the air,” the song again uses the standard repeated blues couplet to suggest that, come rain or shine, “there’s sorrow in my heart.” Though the song never made it from page to tape, the rain stuck around long enough to fill buckets …

{318} BUCKETS OF RAIN

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04. [Bette Midler version: I Can Change I Swear]

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 17, 1974—2 takes;

A&R Studios, September 19—5 takes. [BoTT—tk. 4]; Bette Midler Session,

NYC, October 1975 [SftND].

First known performance: Detroit, MI, November 18, 1990.

It would appear that Dylan had been playing some of his favorite contemporaries, looking for inspiration. Hence “Little Bit of Rain.” Also probably on the Minnesotan turntable had been Tom Paxton’s “Bottle of Wine”—a song Dylan’s old friend had been performing for the past ten years, “as kind of a walking-on-home kind of thing, and usually the audience jumps right in.” Dylan jumped right in and copped the melody for “Buckets of Rain,” “Bottle of wine, dew on the vine” here becoming “Buckets of Rain, buckets of tears,” as Dylan takes a jaunty celebration of the juice of the forbidden fruit and turns it into a modern “Que sera, que sera.”

Like the other song completed after leaving the farm—and the notebook—behind, “Buckets of Rain” began life as a stray couplet intended for another destination. As Dylan puts the finishing touches to “Idiot Wind,” he is still scribbling stray couplets and comes up with “Little red wagon, little red bike / I ain’t no monkey but I know what I like.” The thought is not expanded on, Dylan preferring to wrestle with visions of her. But by the time of the second New York session, he had written an alternative album closer, one that may not have them dancing in the streets at album’s end, but might at least allow listeners to leave the razor blades in the bathroom cabinet. This fact alone ensured it kept its place from the day in late September when he arrived at a “provisional” album sequence to its eventual post-Minneapolis configuration.

But barely a year passed before he was disowning even these inoffensive sentiments. At the same time as he was rewriting “Simple Twist of Fate” and “If You See Her, Say Hello,” he took up an invite to a session with Village diva Bette Midler to record a duet for her next album, Songs for the New Depression. Presented with a set of the original lyrics, he immediately set about rewriting them, suggesting changing “misery” to “ecstasy” (as in, “Everything about you is bringing me …”), and informing those assembled that he “must have written” the line “I like the way you love me strong and slow” when he “was ten years old.”

Even the title of the song is changed to “Nuggets of Rain,” though only after Midler suggested singing “rockets, fuck-its, or nuggets.” By his own (later) admission, Dylan “was just sloppy drunk and I guess somebody led me there by the nose … I was lucky to get out of there.” Yet once they start playing around with the song, he sounds like he’s having a lot of fun, and when Midler asks him, “Are you a one-take guy?” he salaciously replies, “No, I can last all night.” In fact, just when Midler seems happy with the song, and asks, “Are we gonna keep that take?” Dylan tells her, “No, we’re gonna erase it to fuck with your head.”

The session shall indeed continue a while longer, as he turns the song into a seduction: “I like the heavenly way you look at me / Everything about you is bringing me ecstasy,” before trumping that sentiment with, “I like the way you monkey around / Stick with me baby, and we’ll never be found.” Even the moral of the song gets a shot in the arm: “Life is happy, life is sad / Life is a bust, when you think you’ve been had.” Surprisingly, he willingly allows the results to appear on Midler’s album, leaving it at that. Fifteen years later, for no obvious reason, he opens the final show of 1990 in Detroit with another “sloppy drunk” version, just not one shot through with the same joie de vivre.

{319} MEET ME IN THE MORNING

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: A&R Studios, NYC, September 18, 1974; September

19, 1974—7 takes [BoTT ?tk. 2—backing track rec. September 16]; ?Sound 80,

Minneapolis, MN, December 27, 1974.

In keeping with established practise, Dylan hadn’t quite finished writing songs for his new album when he entered Studio A on September 16, 1974. The second of two songs recorded for Blood on the Tracks but absent from the notebook, “Meet Me in the Morning” was seemingly triggered by a dissatisfaction with the various blues he had penned to date, starting where a couplet from “Don’t Want No Married Woman” left off. If the song was written to self-consciously fill the slot earmarked for “Call Letter Blues,” it soon stepped into that song’s shoes, Dylan taking the backing track of the earlier song, recorded with Deliverance, and overdubbing an entirely new vocal, before letting Buddy Cage add some steely riffs of his own.

If Dylan had never been exactly trepidatious about reusing a melody he’d already made his own, the hijacking of an entire backing track was unheard of, for him, especially as it required him to overdub a vocal using headphones, a process he had rigorously resisted for the past thirteen years. But a close examination of the tape log for the sixteenth, in tandem with the most cursory listen to the released “Call Letter Blues,” shows that both backing tracks come from one and the same session. The tape log clearly lists three takes of “Call Letter Blues.” Then, written in after the fact, next to take two, is the legend, “Meet Me in the Morning.” (There is also an almost exact correspondence in timing between the two songs as released, “Call Letter Blues” clocking in at 4:28, “Meet Me in the Morning” at 4:26.)

The latter song does not appear (again) until two nights later (unless the unknown blues on the seventeenth is an early attempt at the song), “Meet Me in the Morning” presumably being written in the interim. According to the studio log, there were a further seven attempts on the nineteenth, though it is not clear whether these were an attempt to cut the song in the same acoustic guise as the remainder of the New York album or whether they were Dylan applying a new vocal to the “Call Letter Blues” backing track. (I suspect the latter). Either way, what was recorded on tape was evidently pruned to the length of “Call Letter Blues,” even though the published lyrics, then and now, have a fourth verse absent from the album: “The birds are flying low, babe / Honey, I feel so exposed (x2) / Well, now, I ain’t got any matches / And the station doors are closed.”

According to a contemporary report in Rolling Stone, the song was then cut again in Minneapolis in December, though no such version has ever appeared, and one musician present at those sessions is adamant it was not recorded at Sound 80. (It is certainly not listed on the two-inch Sound 80 master tapes which reside at Sony.) Whatever the case, by the end of 1974 Dylan had decided to leave the song at 56th and Wabasha, making it the one Blood track destined never to appear in concert. He also apparently left behind the Martin guitar he’d been seen brandishing at the “Friends of Chile” concert in May and the September A&R sessions. As he subsequently told a U.S. journalist, he did so because after using it to write and record all the songs for this album, he just felt he “had squeezed it dry.”


1975–6
{ Desire }

It seems unlikely that Dylan planned to record another album seven months after finishing Blood on the Tracks. That is, until he ran into lyricist Jacques Levy on or around July 5, 1975. At the time he had written barely a handful of new songs, and even those were causing him trouble. He certainly had nowhere near enough for an album of his own songs. But once Levy was on board, taking soundings, the songs flowed easily; and a remarkably fruitful collaboration produced enough songs in just three weeks for a double album (the released single album is only five minutes shorter than the Stones’ legendary double platter Exile on Main Street). This collaboration also led directly to a new tour, bound around an idea for a film that was part-documentary, part-performance, and part-fantasy.

But then Dylan took his eyes off the lyrical prize again, writing almost nothing through the whole Rolling Thunder period, his creativity being directed elsewhere. Any personal trauma he directed outward on stage, not inward in song. From July 1975 to the end of 1976, we have evidence of just one completed song coming from the man’s pen, and that one he gave to Ronnie Wood. Strange days, indeed.

{320} MONEY BLUES

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Rehearsal session, Minneapolis MN, Winter 1975;

Columbia Studios, NYC, July 28, 1975—1 take; July 29—1 take.

I don’t plan albums. All that pressure’s off. I don’t have to go in and make an album every six months … I just continue to play my guitar and if there’s a song in my heart to do, I’ll do [it].—Dylan, to Mary Travers, April 1975

The past eighteen months had been pleasingly productive, yet Dylan did not bathe long in the afterglow of a critical return to form before wondering, What next. A still rocky reconciliation with Sara left him disinclined to continue in the same vein as his second chart-topping album in a single year. And so at some point that winter he co-opted a local Minneapolis band, Willie Murphy and the Bees, to jam on some new material, and though the results were hardly the equal of the songs cut at Sound 80 the previous December, he seemed happy to be making music again.

The “Money Blues” he recorded with Murphy and his fellow Minnesotans bears almost no resemblance to the song he would end up recording under that title in July, save for one key aspect, a “big band” sound. Almost a jump-blues, the song has the full complement of brass instruments on hand to help him stretch the thing out to six minutes, forty seconds on the thinnest of lyrical threads: “Money, whole lotta money / So I can get you a wedding ring / So I can get you everything / I need money.”

He had little more he wanted to say when he got around to mentioning the song idea to Jacques Levy, probably after they escaped to the Hamptons to finish writing Desire. With someone to bounce ideas off, Dylan managed to rustle up a couple of better lines, including, “Well, the man came and took my Chevy back / I’m glad I hid my old guitar.” Used as a single-take warm-up to both “big band” album sessions at the end of July, it was never a serious contender for official status, though it soon ended up in folio form, in The Songs of Bob Dylan 1966–75.

Note: In Glen Dundas’s Tangled Up in Tapes, the session with Murphy’s band is dated August 1975, but this version of “Money Blues” clearly precedes the Desire version. A winter 1975 date is altogether more likely, probably January or February. He had returned west by March.

{321} FOOTPRINTS IN THE SAND

Known studio recordings: Rehearsal session, Minneapolis, MN, Winter 1975.

This song idea—also recorded with Willie Murphy and the Bees—has even less legs than “Money Blues,” though a snatch of lyrics distinguishes it from the two instrumental jams also recorded on the day. The only line he repeats was presumably intended to serve as the song’s burden: “Till I saw these footprints in the sand.” The melody also suggests a half-remembered idea for a song along the lines of the Shangri-Las’ “Remember Walking in the Sand,” lost when the following day’s tide washed it away.

{322} ONE MORE CUP OF COFFEE (VALLEY BELOW)

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 28, 1975; July 30, 1975—3 takes [DES].

First known performance: Plymouth, MA, October 30, 1975.

Of all the aches of the elderly, the loss of power is the most terrible to bear. The strong old man, the leader of the tribe … demands love as a tyrant demands tribute; and, bereft of power, he must, like Lear, plead for it like a beggar.—Orson Welles, proposal for a film of King Lear, March 1985

There is something rather symbolic about Dylan beginning work on a successor to his first seminal album of the seventies on his thirty-fourth birthday, May 24, 1975. And something quite surreal about him starting to compose it while living in the south of France. It had been some eleven years since he had last written a song in Europe and, as he told biographer Robert Shelton on his next visit to said continent, “Creatively, I couldn’t live anywhere but America, because I understand the tone behind the language. I’d love to live somewhere else, but only for a while.”

Well, he had been living “somewhere else” for the past six weeks or so when his host, American painter David Oppenheim, suggested they pay a visit to a local gypsy festival. As Dylan later revealed to Songtalk’s Paul Zollo, “[‘One More Cup of Coffee’] is a gypsy song. That song was written during a gypsy festival in the south of France one summer. Somebody took me there to the gypsy high holy days which coincide with my own particular birthday … But the ‘valley below’ probably came from someplace else.” That “someplace else” is the disconcertingly classical concept of the afterlife, Hades. The man whose point of view Dylan is adopting in song was a real person, as he informed Australian journalist Karen Hughes:

[The gypsy king] was an old man at this time and the person that I went to see him with knew him … ten years earlier, when he was still vital and active. And at that time he had maybe sixteen to twenty wives and over a hundred children … He’d had a heart attack so the smell of death was all around and most of his family had abandoned him. Fifteen or sixteen of his wives had left him and gone, and he only had two or three children there, so he was pretty much alone.

He was intrigued to meet such a man, someone from another world entirely. He had found over the years “a lot of times [when] people open Up to Me … I can tell it’s jaded … [they’ve] some ulterior motive … So where I get my source of material is the characters in my life who are there, and just the back routes that I’m on … Most of the people I talk to in different … areas of life don’t really know who Bob Dylan is. So I seek those places out. I’m more comfortable with a person who doesn’t know who I was [sic].” At this time, he was feeling particularly anxious to escape his usual social circles. On his return from France, he told incarcerated boxer Rubin Carter that he had “just had to get away. … People just suck my soul, just suck me dry.”

Needless to say, Dylan was fascinated by the kind of figure who once exercised such power over his people (and had not the slightest idea who this wiry American with the piercing blue eyes was). Here was somebody who had genuinely lived outside of society. But rather than just tell the old man’s story, Dylan adopts the viewpoint of a man who is lying with a young gypsy consort, by implication the gypsy king’s daughter, but is only going through the motions, every thought being occupied with “the valley below.”

The experience seems to have inspired Dylan to wrap this lyric—and most of the songs that follow in the next two months—in a “gypsy” sound. And some time in June 1975 he found a young woman with a gypsy air and a violin, wandering the streets of the Village. He took the lady, who went by the enticing name of Scarlet Rivera, to a local studio and there they jammed on “One More Cup of Coffee.” Though no tape of that jam exists, they evidently didn’t forget the experience because, during a break from filming the aborted Clearwater TV special in April 1976, they struck up something similar, turning the song (back) into an elongated, flamenco-inflected wail of regret.

In the studio, the song was given two quite different treatments. One has to wonder how it was ever even considered for a “big band” arrangement. But it was—a version being attempted at the July 28 session. Two days later, its truncated intro was now dominated by Stoner’s descending bassline, and each chorus was sung as a duet with country singer Emmylou Harris, who found the experience more than a little daunting (“I’d never heard the songs before, and we did most of them in one or two takes … live”). The result was a standout album track, but one ripe for reinvention live.

In performance on the 1975 Rolling Thunder Revue, all the best parts of the two previous arrangements now came together as a contiguous whole, supporting a truly haunting lead vocal. And Dylan continued working at the song through all the rehearsals and the first week of shows in mid-April 1976, but by tour’s end it had made way for the return of Blonde on Blonde and Blood on the Tracks, as songs of Desire faded from the frame.

Thankfully, this sultry song returned to the set at the sixth Japanese show in February 1978, by which time it had undergone another refit. Congas and a wailing sax had replaced the guitar/violin mix. If he left the new lyric he’d been toying with in rehearsals (“Your sister raised a fortune / She was born to read my mind …”) at Rundown, the song itself was played for musical kicks. It remained one of just two staples from Desire—along with “Oh Sister”—performed at these shows, acquiring its own pre-song rap at the fall U.S. shows, which seemed to suggest it was about, er, coffee:

Well, about four years ago, on the day I was born, it happened to be a high holy gypsy holiday. So I went over to check it out. The gypsies have a party for a week, in the south of France. Well, I went because I had nothing else to do, and I partied for a week. So I met the king of the gypsies there … So after this week of partying with the gypsies, it was time to go our separate ways. And … I’ll never forget this one man played Russian roulette with five bullets in the chamber! Yes, he did. And someone else was playing guitar right next to him. Anyway, things went on and it was time for me to go. So I, they said, “What you want Bob, as you’re leaving us?” Seeing that I’d been there for at least a week and done everything at least twice. I just asked for a cup of coffee. Just One More Cup of Coffee for the road. They put it in a bag and they gave it to me. And I was standing there looking out at the ocean, and it was like [I was] looking at it in the valley below where I was standing.

After December 16, 1978, though, the song suffered the same fate as most other songs from his most successful album. The post-conversion Dylan decided “the songs on the Desire album, [they’re] kind of a fog to me.” It would be 1987 before a single Desire song was restored to the set; and June 15, 1988, before “One More Cup of Coffee” was resurrected (a recently emerged soundboard of that Denver performance shows the song to have lost none of its power in the interim). It remained a rare beast indeed, enjoying just eight outings in the first six years of the Never Ending Tour.

{323} GOLDEN LOOM

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 30, 1975—4 takes; July 31—1 take [TBS].

I wrote [most of Desire] with somebody else, but I always kept it on the track of where I thought it should be going. … When that particular album was happening, I didn’t know what was happening at the time … I wanted to do more harmonica and violin together but we never got a chance to do that.—Dylan, to Lynne Allen, 1978

“Golden Loom”—along with its sister song, “Abandoned Love”—is one of the “forgotten” self-composed songs which got lost in the shuffle when Dylan decided to go with an album of cowritten narratives and not a collection of songs based on a particular principle he had expressed in a contemporary conversation with Allen Ginsberg: “The more pleasure I got, subtly there was as much pain. And I began to notice a correspondence … and saw it was a balance.”

Like “One More Cup of Coffee,” “Golden Loom” was clearly conceived as a harmonica/violin piece. Recorded for Desire on July 31 at a session largely reserved for those songs he wrote alone (and with his wife largely in mind), the song had lost its spark somewhere down the line. And though Rivera gamely tried to rekindle whatever spirit it had when she first heard it, presumably at that jam session in the Village, Dylan had already made up his mind in which direction Desire would go. And it meant omitting several songs of desire.

{324} OH SISTER

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 28, 1975—1 take; July 29—8 takes; July 30—5 takes [DES—tk. 5]

First known performance: “World of John Hammond,” Chicago, IL, September 10, 1975.

“Oh Sister” at one time was another remnant from that lost, pre-Levy successor to Blood on the Tracks. Probably written in those early days in the Village in June, it was apparently one of the songs rehearsed with Rivera alone. Set around a harmonica figure counterpointed by that omnipresent, slightly off-key violin, it had much the same gypsy feel as the one song he had written in France; and like “One More Cup of Coffee,” it was a survivor.

Even when he struggled to extract its essence as madness reigned at the “big band” sessions in late July, he persevered. And indeed, when Stoner advocated a more naked sound, it was this song that they tried first—a last throw of the dice on the night of the twenty-ninth. The next night they followed the same template for the entire session, with dramatic results. Yet the song had more still to say. Indeed, the very best live version may well be the first—in a TV studio in Chicago in September 1975, when Dylan was paying tribute to his first producer, John Hammond, by singing it to a select audience of invitees. Here, he managed to inject a real yearning into his vocal, all the while swooping around Rivera’s violin with a series of frantic harmonica bursts.

Intriguingly, it was introduced that evening in slightly ominous fashion, with a dedication to “someone watching tonight—she knows who she is!” The suspicion has long been voiced that the “someone watching tonight” was none other than Joan Baez. Indeed, the timeline of the song’s composition suggests it was probably Dylan’s idea of an answer-song to the title track of Baez’s latest LP, issued in early May 1975, Diamonds & Rust. It seems likely that he first heard her song, which was obviously about Dylan, on his return from France towards the end of May. This would tie in with him writing a “reply” song in June, before meeting Levy, who ultimately brought his own input to bear. Baez, it seems, could not resist continuing this peculiar dialogue-in-song on her next album, Gulf Winds, issued in November 1976, which would include the pointed “Oh Brother”:

I’ve known you for a good little while,

And would you kindly tell me, mister,

How, in the name of the Father and the Son,

Did I come to be your sister?

Dylan himself never settled on the right setting for this modest prayer to some unspecified sister, trying it every which way at both the Desire sessions and in subsequent live performances. A song which relied heavily on Emmylou Harris’s harmony vocals on the album, it was the one song performed as part of the closing set at the 1975 Revue shows which really showed off the harmonica/violin sound he had originally been looking for.

By 1976, the song no longer sat so comfortably in a set that now included “Idiot Wind,” “You’re a Big Girl Now,” and “I Threw It All Away,” but was nonetheless preserved on the live album of the tour, Hard Rain. And when Dylan came up with an even less worthy arrangement on the Far East leg of the 1978 world tour, that broody travesty was also given official status, on At Budokan. As one of the few songs from this period that has a strong religious dimension—being a precursor to the rapturous “Covenant Woman”—it is slightly surprising that it was cast aside in the wake of his conversion. Maybe he felt the sentiments no longer held good.

{325} ABANDONED LOVE

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04. [Live lyric: I Can Change I Swear]

First known performance: Other End Club, NYC, July 3, 1975.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 31, 1975—2 takes [BIO—tk. 1].

A rather fitting name for a song which was recorded under the title “Love Copy,” and bootlegged under the title “St. John the Evangelist,” “Abandoned Love” marks the very point at which Dylan decided to (temporarily) abandon love, and particularly forsaken love, as the prime subject matter for his songs. Written in that exciting period when he was cruising the streets of the West Village and popping up in the clubs that had once fueled the folk revival, “Abandoned Love” is the one original we have in its pre-Desire guise, recorded from the cheap seats during an impromptu “guest” appearance at a Ramblin’ Jack Elliott gig in early July.

That performance is one of the finest documented stolen moments Dylan ever spent on a stage. Thankfully, all that time spent taping Bruce Springsteen shows stood the taper in good stead. His recording provides a rivetingly atmospheric, intimate insight into what those nights must have been like. Having warmed up with a little dose of Lead Belly, the conscious artist decided on the spur of the moment to see how this sophisticated Village audience liked his new stuff. After a few gentle strums he launched straight into a narrative no less haunting or lovelorn than the songs on his most recent album: “I can hear the turning of the key / I’ve been deceived by the clown inside of me …” And for eight magnetic verses he never lets up, not revealing the thrust of the song until those last two verses, when the correspondence between pain and pleasure is searingly magnified by these closing couplets:

So send out for St. John the Evangelist,

All my friends are drunk, they can be dismissed

My head says that it’s time to make a change,

But my heart is telling me, I love you but you’re strange.

So step lightly, darling, near the wall,

Put on your heavy make-up, wear your shawl,

Won’t you descend from the throne, from where you sit

Let me feel your love one more time before I abandon it.

The punchline to this compelling narrative induces whoops from an audience who have for the past four minutes been collectively holding their breath. It’s a winner, and Dylan knows it. But only a couple of days later he runs into Jacques Levy, and the album he has been working on for the past six weeks skids off its preordained path. And though he does not quite abandon the song, saving it for that final Desire session,3 on this evidence his later claim that he “always kept [the album] on the track of where I thought it should be going” does not stand up to scrutiny.

In the studio, this heartwrenching song is given a jaunty, clippety-clop arrangement, a strangely disembodied vocal and a handful of lyrical changes that, while technically impressive, lighten the load. Lines like, “I’ve given up the game, I’ve got to leave / The pot of gold is only make believe / The treasure can’t be found by men who search …” read effectively enough. Yet they do not betray the heavy heart of a lovesick ex-Lothario anything like as well as the original: “I can’t play the game no more, I can’t abide / By their stupid rules which get me sick inside/ They’ve been made by men who’ve given up the search …”

Yet even so emaciated, the song begged to be included on the album. But it did not even make the short list. It would be ten years before Biograph gave us the song in its studio guise, from which the Everly Brothers subsequently took their own diversionary take. Ex–Green on Red guitarist Chuck Prophet, on the other hand, took the Other End performance as his template, and his high-flown version (on the 1995 tribute CD, Outlaw Blues Vol. 2) is all the better for it. Dylan himself was about to have another bout of selective amnesia when it came to abandoned love songs.

{326} ISIS

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 30, 1975—2 takes; July 31, 1975—2 takes [DES—tk. 2].

First known performance: [Other End Club, NYC mid-July 1975] Plymouth, MA, October 30, 1975.

[It] was almost a funeral dirge when we first worked on it. It was so slow and rather stately and sad … [and it] was slightly different at that time—we had a chorus at the end that was different from the final version.—Jacques Levy, Isis #90

Magnificent as the final song is, what one wouldn’t give to have heard this “original,” pre-Levy “Isis”! It evidently partially survived their initial collaboration, as on its live debut, less than a week after his other Other End set, a Rolling Stone reporter described it as “an extraordinary, folky love song with a refrain that changed one word each verse, very much in the style of ‘Visions of Johanna.’” Which is sure not how it sounds on record.

As to how Dylan ended up working with Levy the lyricist, he gave his account to Sloman at the time: “We ran into each other and we had seen each other off and on throughout the years, so we wound up … at his place sitting around and I had a few songs. I certainly wasn’t thinking of making a record album, but I had bits and pieces of some songs I was working on and I played them for him on the piano and asked him if they meant anything to him. And [so] he took it someplace else, and then I took it someplace else, then he went further, then I went further, and it wound up that we had this song [‘Isis’], which was out there.”

One suspects that “this song which was out there,” with a “chorus,” was not as reconciliatory as the one he later recorded. Dylan even felt inclined to mess around with those closing lines in subsequent editions of Lyrics, replacing the triumphant, “She said, ‘Ya gonna stay?’ I said, ‘If you want me to, yes’” with a slice of B movie dialogue: “I said, ‘Yeah, I jes’ might’” (which now rhymes with “not quite,” as opposed to, “Well, I guess”).

In conversation with Isis editor Derek Barker, Levy later elucidated why the pair worked on that particular song that first night: “The only reason that ‘Isis’ was chosen as the song to work together on was that we were at my loft apartment and Bob didn’t have a guitar with him … but I had a piano, and ‘Isis’ was the one song that he had started to write on the piano. … We are sitting at a piano together and we are writing these verses in an old Western ballad kinda style. Y’know, the kind of thing that he spent a couple of years doing with The Band in the [Big Pink] basement.”

According to another interview Dylan’s colyricist gave Melody Maker at the time, once he started working on the song with Dylan, it came quickly: “He had the general feeling of the song when he came around [to my place] but he hadn’t got further. We started to work on it at night and by the following morning it was finished. We did it together, going back and forth and trying things out on each other to see what would work and what wouldn’t.”

Dylan seems to have been relieved to find a sympathetic spirit who could provide some old-school craftsmanship, easing him back into the lyric-writing process. As he said in the early nineties of that night, “[‘Isis’] was a story that meant something to Jacques. It just seemed to take on a life of its own.”

Levy, more theater-man than musician, was already known to Dylan through his earlier collaborations with Roger McGuinn, most memorably “Chestnut Mare,” a song alluded to on the released “Idiot Wind.” But Dylan wasn’t entirely up-front with Levy, who continued to believe that the only thing “Isis” “has to do with the Egyptian goddess is that we threw in the pyramids, which were a substitute for the hills of Wyoming.” In fact, the song was a thinly veiled rewrite of the oldest story of them all—the quest of the hero to prove himself worthy of the woman he worships—a tale found in all the mythologies of the classical world, Egypt included (in all likelihood, Dylan took such a conceit directly from Joseph Campbell’s The Hero of a Thousand Faces, as has been suggested elsewhere).4 As for the grave-robbing element (“I broke into the tomb, but the casket was empty”), I doubt there had ever been much of a call for said activity in “the hills of Wyoming.”

Curiously, this was the only song on Desire—that last-minute inclusion, “Sara,” excepted—which Dylan made no attempt to record at “big band” sessions on July 14, 28, and 29. He seemingly had in mind a stripped-down sound from the outset, one dominated by the instrument he originally composed it on—the piano. Bassist Rob Stoner—who had witnessed, and probably played on, the song’s live debut at the Other End—seemed to know what Dylan needed, convincing him to record it with just his bass, Scarlet’s violin, and the drummer from Stoner’s own band, Howie Wyeth.

Stoner’s ballsy self-confidence saved the song, and the album which was going nowhere fast. He even got to provide backing vocals on the released take, which comes from the session on the thirty-first (the version recorded with Emmylou Harris the previous night was rejected, for reasons unknown). They did two takes on the thirtieth, both complete, after which Dylan complimented Stoner on his choice of drummer, forming an instant musical bond with one of the great Dylan rhythm sections. Just about every completed track on the thirtieth made the album (or, in the case of “Rita May,” single). So one wonders what made Dylan recut “Isis” the following night. Perhaps it was simply the presence of his wife at the session which made him revisit this song “about marriage.”

“Isis” in turn became the centerpiece of the first set at every fall show, highlighting this ballad in its most dramatic guise. With no piano to chain him down, Dylan becomes the circus master, stalking the stage, harmonica in hand, letting the momentum of the narrative build and build, until that single, explosive expletive, “Yeah!!” triggers one last mad musical dash to the finishing line. (No one witnessing the footage from Montreal used in Renaldo and Clara—and as a bonus DVD to Live 1975 [Bootleg Series Vol. 5]—can avoid being blown away by the theatricality of the performance, which culminates in Dylan spitting out his harmonica and catching it in a single movement, as he heads stage right at song’s end). But, like “One More Cup of Coffee,” “Isis” was edged out of the set in 1976, and since then it has been enveloped by the fog that has clouded Dylan’s memory of when the song of the sirens rang in his head.

{327} JOEY

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 14, 1975—7 takes; July 30, 1975—1 take [DES—tk. 1].

First known performance: [Other End Club, NYC, mid-July 1975] Foxborough, MA, July 4, 1987.

If you wanna write what you call topical songs [now], [it’s] hard to find the frontier.—Dylan, to Mary Travers, April 1975

One of the most mindlessly amoral pieces of repellently romanticist bullshit ever recorded.—Lester Bangs, Creem, April 1976

“The Ballad Of Joey Gallo”—or “Joey” as it became known—proved to be the most controversial inclusion on Desire in January 1976. Though its grasp of the facts of gangster-renegade Joey Gallo’s life was at least as sound as Rubin Carter’s in the album’s other long ballad, “Hurricane,” and Dylan’s recorded performance was exemplary, Gallo was a violent white man. Whereas Donald White, George Jackson and Rubin Carter could always blame the color of their skin—and did—Gallo was just plain nuts. Hence his moniker, “Crazy Joe.” Dylan probably saw some of the flak coming. He certainly was keen to defend his choice of subject when discussing the song with Larry Sloman, a full three months before its release:

You want to know how the song “Joey” came about? … I was with Jacques. I was leaving town and Jacques says he was going up to some place to have supper and I was invited to come if I felt like it and I was hungry so I went with him and it was up to Marty and Jerry Orbach’s place and as soon as I walked in the door, Marty was talking about Joey. She was a good friend of Joey’s. They were real tight. I just listened for a few hours, they were talking about this guy, and I remember Joey. At that time, I wasn’t involved in anything that he was involved in, but he left a certain impression on me. I never considered him a gangster, I always thought of him as some kind of a hero in some kind of a way. An underdog fighting against the elements. He retained a certain amount of his freedom and he went out the way he had to. But she laid all these facts out and it was like listening to a story about Billy the Kid, so we went ahead and wrote that up in one night. I was living around Little Italy so I was always walking around there.

At the time, Levy confirmed that the impetus for the song was as much Dylan’s as his (a statement we can probably trust a tad more than Dylan’s recent assertion that “Jacques Levy wrote the words. Jacques had a theatrical mind and he wrote a lot of plays. So the song might have been theater of the mind. I just sang it”). Levy, by his own admission, had “spent a lot of time with Joey in that last year he was alive … [but] Bob became very interested in it all.” And Dylan was rather proud of what they produced. Having written the song one night, he was at The Other End the following night, playing it to the late-night crowd. It was also the first song he set out to record for the album, at a hastily assembled session set up barely a week after he wrote it, something he’d not done since “George Jackson.” Already he was convinced he had an outlaw ballad as epic as the medieval Robin Hood ballads. (“To me [‘Joey’] is like a Homer ballad … [It] has a Homeric quality to it that you don’t hear every day.”—Dylan, 1991.)

The version he cut on July 14 was his most grandiose recording to date—and a full-on preview of his next album, Street-Legal. At the session were ten musicians and three backing singers. And initially he seemed satisfied with the outcome, because when work resumed on the album two weeks later, after a sojourn in the Hamptons, he made no attempt to rerecord this song at either of the “big band” sessions. Only when, at Rob Stoner’s suggestion, he stripped the whole sound down did “Joey” get an exhumation. Amazingly, the quartet cut this eleven-minute epic in a single take, Dylan delivering one of the best vocals of the session, dramatizing the life of a modern-day outlaw, while repeatedly letting the chorus ask the one question the song fails to answer: “What made them want to come and blow you away?”

And when it came time to sequence the album, Dylan was determined to include “Joey” as opening cut on side two, a mirror reflection of the album’s opener, “Hurricane”—even though it meant an unheard-of twenty-eight-minute side. But the reviews of the album, which were almost universally laudatory, still tended to single out “Joey” for their opprobrium (Dave Marsh described “Joey,” in his March 11 Rolling Stone review, as “a hymn to Joey Gallo, the self-educated Mafioso who … precipitated, with his brothers, the most vicious modern mob war. … Gallo was an outlaw, in fact, only in the sense that he refused to live by the rules of the mob”).

And when that spring Lester Bangs wrote his famous Creem piece, “Bob Dylan’s Dalliance with Mafia Chic,” the case for the prosecution began to paint a compelling portrait of just how unpleasant Gallo could be. Aside from his extracurricular reading of philosophy in jail, he also took “part in a homosexual gang rape about which he bragged at a cocktail party after his release.” And in having Joe Colombo “taken out,” Gallo lived up to his nickname, effectively signing his own death warrant.

But Dylan continued to defend his right to write about a wrong ’un like Gallo. Matt Damsker heard a familiar mantra in 1978: “Even the old ballad singers … used to lay it out … in the same way. The singer … could decide for you, the listener, which side was right and which side was wrong.” What’s good is bad, then. At times it seemed as if, whenever the subject of outlaws arose in an interview, it was to this song that Dylan would turn the conversation. His longest and most lucid defence of the song—or at least the vantage point adopted therein—came in an interview designed to promote Shot of Love[!], with Dave Herman:

I grew up admiring those type of heroes, Robin Hood, Jesse James … the person who always kicked against the oppression and had high moral standards. I don’t know if these people I write about have high moral standards, I don’t know if Robin Hood did, but you always assumed they did. … There is some type of standard I have for whoever I’m writing about. I mean, it amazes me that I would write a song about Joey Gallo … but that’s an old tradition. I think I picked that up in the folk tradition. There are many songs, a lot of Irish ballads [celebrating outlaws], Roddy McCorley … Jesse James, Cole Younger … Billy the Kid. … The English ballads had them and the Scottish ballads had them and that just carried over with me into whatever this special brand of music that I play now is.

In the light of such a comment, it should have come as no surprise when he reintroduced the song at a mercifully short set of shows with the Grateful Dead in the summer of 1987. But any surprise turned to stupefaction when Dylan began singing the song at an open-air Independence Day gig having only the vaguest idea of how the twelve long verses went. Inflicting this massacre-disaster blues on the folk of Foxborough, Massachusetts, was bad enough, but he made it ten times worse by playing the song at all first four stadium shows with the Dead, only to then put the first and worst version on the official album of the tour.

Restored to favor, the song has sporadically reared its head throughout the Never Ending Tour, with generally mixed results. Always committed vocally, he has been less committed to learning this tendentious version of events, stumbling over the lyrics just about every time. But he has continued to implicitly glorify Joey’s kind, performing the song with especial gusto at a show in Brixton in late March 1995, the night after they buried East End hoodlum Ronnie Kray. So much for having “some type of standard … for whoever I’m writing about.”

{328} RITA MAY

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 14, 1975—7 takes; July 30, 1975—4 takes [45].

First known performance: New Orleans LA, May 3, 1976 (late show).

The other song which Dylan and Levy wrote that second week in July—also about a real person—contained a lot more levity than the saga of the Gallo clan. “Rita May” was a humorous send-up of the views of well-known lesbian novelist and activist Rita Mae Brown, whose first novel, Rubyfruit Jungle (1973), had caused quite a stir on publication because of its explicit portrayal of lesbian sexuality.

However, what really seems to have prompted this pair of male songwriters to challenge the lady’s worldview was her role in founding a lesbian feminist newspaper collective, the Furies Collective, that held heterosexuality to be the root of all oppression. The song’s narrator is understandably worried that, if he hangs around with her, he’ll go blind (from self-abuse, presumably). Consumed by feelings of unworthiness, the narrator decides he’s “gonna have to go to college / ’Cause you are the book of knowledge, Rita May.” But the real burning issue he needs to know is again framed as a question, “How’d you ever get that way?”

Not exactly a major work, then. And yet “Rita May” was one of two songs Dylan was determined to record at the July 14 session—expending seven takes’ worth of creative energy on it. On this original recording, the girl singers he co-opted as a chorus sing about how they “like the boys with the dreamy eyes … Don’t think twice, it’s so nice” on the fade, as if taunting the lady with what she might be missing. These gals had evidently not been culled from the Furies Collective.

In the end, Dylan decided that this version was a little too stodgy for a song that would not have been out of place on his other 1975 album (The Basement Tapes), giving it the same treatment as “Joey,” stripping it down to fit the Scarlet–Stoner–Wyeth sound. For a while, it was even given a slot on Desire, as the side-one closer, before the exigencies of a sixty-minute album did for it. But the joke refused to pall, and Dylan worked up a live arrangement in time for the 1976 tour, where he gave it a couple of outings, before issuing the July 30, 1975, version as a stand-alone single, ostensibly to help promote the Hard Rain LP. But for all his huffin’ and a-puffin,” it failed to tickle the general public’s funny bone—perhaps because precious few knew of, or cared about, the lady and/or her views.

There is nonetheless an interesting corollary to this song’s history. Bassist Rob Stoner likes to tell of when he walked the streets of Chicago with Dylan, the night of the John Hammond tribute, discussing old rockabilly singles (a shared interest). Finally, Stoner asks Dylan if he knows the relatively obscure Johnny Burnette Trio cut “Bertha Lou,” from 1957. Dylan says, “Sure,” only for Stoner to point out its similarity to one of the songs they just recorded (meaning “Rita May”). Dylan cuts the conversation short.

{329} HURRICANE

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 28, 1975—3 takes; July 30—1 take; October 24—10 takes [DES—tk. 2+6]

First known performance: “World of John Hammond,” Chicago, IL, September 10, 1975.

The next song we did was “Hurricane” … but I said that I didn’t want to write a song like “George Jackson” … I wanted to try to take the part of an attorney almost, and tell the story to the jury.—Jacques Levy, Isis #90

Though Dylan and Levy started on “the story of the Hurricane” in the immediate aftermath of writing “Isis,” they abandoned it almost as soon as they began. As Levy would later say, “We had to do some research, so we could finish that song; and we went on to another one.” Up to now, Dylan’s idea of research had been the same as with “George Jackson,” i.e., reading the self-serving account of an incarcerated “murderer” and believing this extremely violent young man had been railroaded. This time the book in question was The Sixteenth Round, Carter’s own account of his “spiritual journey,” published in spring 1974, as momentum for a retrial continued to build.

Carter—and his fellow accused, John Artis—had been in jail for more than eight years, serving three life sentences for the murders of bar owner James Oliver, customer Fred Nauyoaks, and waitress Hazel Tanis in what was presumed to be “retaliation” for the murder of black bar-owner Roy Holloway by white business rival Frank Conforti earlier the same evening (in what turned out to have been a straightforward dispute over money). (The three victims had no association with Conforti, but no other explanation for these apparently motiveless murders has ever been offered.) The two black men who entered the Lafayette Bar & Grill at two-thirty in the morning of June 17, 1966, carrying a shotgun and a handgun, were not holding up the bar. They set out with the clear intent of killing everyone who was there—including the one drinker who survived the bloody massacre, William Marins, who was shot in the head, losing an eye; he later proved unable to identify the killers through his “one dying [sic] eye.”

The one reliable witness to the shooting—Marins himself remembering almost nothing—was Patricia Valentine, who lived above the bar and, awoken by the gunshots, got up just in time to see two black men jump into a white car with out-of-state plates and “butterfly” taillights. At 2:34 A.M., an all-points-bulletin went out for such a car. Just six minutes later, Sgt. Theodore Capter pulled over a car matching that exact description. Inside the car were Carter, Artis, and a third man. Because Capter knew Carter, who was by then an extremely well-known boxer, he let them go, which rather contradicts the version of events in Dylan’s song:

When a cop pulled him over to the side of the road

Just like the time before and the time before that.

In Paterson that’s just the way things go.

If you’re black you might as well not show up on the street,

’Less you wanna draw the heat.

It turned out there was another witness—Alfred Bello. On lookout duty while his partner-in-crime Arthur Dexter Bradley broke into the warehouse of a local sheet-metal company, he also heard the shots and apparently phoned the cops independently, describing the identical car and two black assailants. Once he gave his testimony to the cops, they decided both accounts indicated Carter’s white car, stopped earlier, and the word was put out to apprehend Carter and Artis.

They were soon pulled over again, and were requested to drive to the Lafayette Bar, where both Valentine and Bello confirmed that the white Dodge Polara was similar to the car they saw leaving the bar. When it came to the trial, much would be made of Carter’s choice of car that night. He owned a black Eldorado convertible with his name stencilled in silver on the side, and yet he had chosen to drive this less conspicuous vehicle which was leased to his company as a business-tax concession. Carter later claimed the Polara was blocking the Eldorado in his drive, which was why he took the Polara.

By June 1966, Carter was a well-known figure in Paterson, having been one of America’s better middleweights for the past five years. Indeed, Dylan is quite right to sing, “One time he could have been the champion of the world”—Carter had lost on points to then-champion Joey Giardello in a December 1964 bout. But he is quite wrong to claim that Carter was “the number one contender for the middleweight crown” at the time of the crime. When the shooting occurred, he was nothing of the sort. Since that defeat in 1964, his career had nose-dived, thanks to six defeats and a draw in thirteen interim bouts. And as his career began to crash, he began to revert to old ways, knocking out a man in a nightclub just for sitting at his favorite table and getting into numerous barroom brawls. (He already had “form,” having spent time in two separate reform schools and spells in Rahway and Trenton state prisons for previous violent assaults.)

Initially, though, the police were not convinced of Carter’s guilt, releasing him and Artis after they both passed lie-detector tests, even allowing Carter to fly to Argentina the following August, where he lost the final fight of his career to Juan “Rocky” Rivero. But on October 14, 1966, Carter and Artis were finally arrested and charged with the murders. In the song, Dylan (and Levy) imply that the cops were simply “lookin’ for someone to blame,” having always wanted to “put his ass in stir” for being an uppity n-word. And they had a point. Carter had a chip the size of a turnpike tollbooth on his muscle-bound shoulder and knew how to make enemies.

But the evidence was also hard to refute—at least it was as long as Bello stuck to his story (he changed his testimony at least twice over the years): two witnesses, one highly distinctive car, two shells found in Carter’s car of the same calibre as the bullets used in the shooting (though not an exact fit), and no credible explanation for their whereabouts. Damning him further, at his (first) retrial in 1976, the one witness who Carter claimed would corroborate his whereabouts at the time of the shooting testified instead that the boxer had asked him to corroborate a false alibi, and that he had not been drinking with him at the Nite Spot at the time, as Carter repeatedly claimed in his book. Carter was given two consecutive life sentences and one concurrent, while Artis received three concurrent terms.

Dylan, who had been contacted by Richard Solomon of the Hurricane Carter Defense Fund shortly before traveling to France in late April 1975, returned in mid-June to find a copy of Carter’s book awaiting him. Having sat down and read the thing, he once again allowed himself to see the world in black and white. Almost immediately, he trekked out to Trenton to see the man in prison and felt a genuine rapport:

The first time I saw [Carter], I left knowing one thing. That this man’s philosophy and my philosophy were running on the same road, and you don’t meet too many people like that … [and] I took notes because I wasn’t aware of all the facts and I thought that maybe sometime I could condense it down and put it into a song. … Was I doing my bit for Rubin? I wrote that song because it was tops in my mind, it had priority in my mind at the time to get that song done.

Like “Isis,” there was a quite different working version of “Hurricane” which Levy initially got to hear—by implication, this was a lot “like ‘George Jackson.’” The more fastidious Levy thought they should first check their facts. He also thought the song should be like a mini-movie, the first verse acting like the opening credits: “The beginning of the song is like stage directions, like what you would read in a script … Bob loves movies, and he can write these movies that take place in eight-to-ten minutes.” The author of “Lily, Rosemary, and the Jack of Hearts” was bound to respond to such an idea.

The two partners-in-rhyme finished up the song in the Hamptons, where they retired for ten days around July 15, hoping to complete an album’s worth of Dylan/Levy songs. Already the song was intended to be a centerpiece of said album. Dylan the protest singer had been itching to find a suitable cause. As he had told Ben Fong-Torres one afternoon in January 1974, “Protest is an old thing. Sometimes protest is deeper or different—the Haymarket Square [riots] or the Russian Revolution … [But] there’s always a need for protest songs. You just gotta tap it.”

Having hooked up with Jacques, it seemed like all he wanted to do was protest. With a big-band “Joey” already in the can, Dylan used the first of four consecutive all-night sessions on July 28 to cut three complete takes of his new protest ballad, but some sixteen musicians were cluttering up the narrative. Two nights later he was down to just three, and a nervous harmony vocalist, cutting it in a single take. That version provided the requisite springboard for an album of protest narratives and tall tales. “Hurricane” fit both briefs.

Unfortunately, even after Levy cross-checked many of the details, they had gotten certain salient facts wrong. In particular, they were hopelessly confused about the roles of Bello and his partner-in-crime, Bradley. Bradley was accused in the song of “robbing the bodies,” of cutting a deal with the cops, and having “baldly lied” on the stand. In fact, Bradley had been nowhere near the bar. It was Bello who robbed the register (not the bodies). Aside from confirming Bello’s description of the car, Bradley contributed nothing significant to the police case.

The song also implied that Valentine had been the barman’s lover, not simply the waitress’s friend; and that she had corroborated Bello’s description of the car, as opposed to providing a similar description to the police in her first, frenzied phone call, before she had even encountered Bello. It was “Talkin’ John Birch” all over again; and when Dylan sang these potentially libelous lyrics on a prerecorded TV special for John Hammond Sr. in September, the CBS lawyers called him in, and told him he’d have to re-record the song and/or change the lyric.

For a man who liked talking about truth, Dylan remained blithely disinterested in the facts of the case, and although he agreed to change the line about “robbing the bodies,” and to remember that the name of the guy on the scene was Bello, not Bradley, he continued to imply that Bradley cut a deal and “baldly lied” while accusing Valentine and Bello of concocting a consistent version of events “for the cops.” Not surprisingly, he ended up being sued—by Valentine, who claimed invasion of privacy. (She finally had her case dismissed in 1983, on the grounds that for the purposes of the crime in question she was a public figure, though only after Dylan had been obliged to give a sworn deposition justifying his version of events.)

Only after his meeting with the label did Dylan have to face up to the fact that he could not simply “punch in” the new lyric, something he had finally learned to do on Blood on the Tracks. Having allowed producer Don Devito to record much of the album live with a minimum amount of sound baffling, even sharing a mike with backing singer Emmylou Harris (who was no longer available to redo her vocal anyway), he realized the song would have to be cut all over again. And so, in the middle of tour rehearsals at SIR Midtown, Dylan took his trusted trio, augmented by actress-singer Ronee Blakley and Leon Luther on congas, back into Studio E to do it all over again.

The night of this second “Hurricane” proved to be quite a frustrating session, none of the ten takes having the same kind of feel as the one-take wonder from July 30. In the end, Dylan left it to Devito to splice together two separate takes (two and six), rush-releasing the results as his new single. As with “George Jackson,” he refused to give radio stations an alternative, putting an edit of the song (minus the n-word) on the A-side, and the full song on the B-side.

At the same time, he began performing the song in the second half of every show on the fall tour, set up partially to spread the word about this “injustice” (Dylan later commented, “Somebody getting beat up, or going to jail for a crime they didn’t commit, that’s injustice … not politics”). He duly admitted that the case had provided a large part of the motivation for touring—“I wanted to spread the message.” And yet, as Dylan fully recognized, a real protest song always has a wider theme, like the next song the pair would write (“Black Diamond Bay”): “It really doesn’t come out [being] about Hurricane. Really, the essence of it is never what it’s about. It’s really about you. Unless you’re standing in somebody else’s shoes you just don’t know what it feels like.”

No sooner was Carter finally granted a new trial, and released on bail on March 17, 1976, than the song was dropped from the set, never to reappear. But the real-life saga had not yet run its course. Carter’s retrial began in November, but on December 22, both men were again found guilty on all charges. Meanwhile, allegations that six weeks after his release Carter had punched and kicked a bail bondswoman until she lost consciousness, after she had been working for his release for over a year, refused to go away. It would be another nine years before Carter was finally granted his freedom—on a technicality, or two. Federal Judge H. Lee Sarokin ruled that the state had “violated the constitutional rights of Carter and Artis on two separate grounds” by failing to disclose the results of the lie detector test given by Alfred Bello and by claiming that the killings were prompted by a desire for racial revenge. Sarokin ruled that such an argument “should never be permitted to sway a jury or provide the basis of a conviction,” and without such an assertion the prosecution lacked any motive for the crime.

Despite such a verdict, Dylan still believed in Carter’s innocence, putting a long sequence about Carter into his 1977 movie, Renaldo and Clara (in which he again used parts of the potentially libelous July recording)—only to later imply it was a hollow gesture. When he talked to Allen Ginsberg on the film’s release, he seemed to suggest he had failed in his duty. “It comes back to the idea of getting out of prison. Clara will do what Renaldo will only dream about—get a man out of jail. Renaldo may be thinking about it, singing about it, but Clara does it, directly, in present time.”

Shortly after Carter’s eventual release Dylan invited him to a July 1986 show in New York, at which he said “hello to my friend,” and after which they apparently embraced and talked animatedly for a full half-hour. A few days later, at a show in New Jersey, when someone in the crowd shouted for the song Dylan snorted, “Do you know what this state did to that man?” Others who were along for the ride in 1975 had never been so convinced. That shrinking violet Joni Mitchell told tour-chronicler Larry Sloman, “I talked to Hurricane on the phone several times and I was [seemingly] alone in perceiving that he was a violent person and an opportunist. I thought … ‘This is a bad person. He’s fakin’ it.’” All in all, a rather fitting subject for the last protest song from the pen of the man previously responsible for “Ballad of Donald White,” “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll,” and “George Jackson.”

{330} BLACK DIAMOND BAY

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 29, 1975—12 takes; July 30—5 takes [DES].

I don’t feel that to live in this country you have to watch the TV news. You learn from talking to other people. You have to know how people feel, and you don’t get that from television news.—Dylan, to Neil Hickey, 1976

“Black Diamond Bay” is something of a lost gem. The one song from Desire Dylan has never played in concert, it leads directly on to the likes of “Changing of the Guards” and “No Time to Think” on Street-Legal. Lyrically the most ambitious of all the Desire songs, it was inspired by that storyteller par excellence Joseph Conrad. Determined to write narrative songs, and demonstrably ill-equipped to document real life, Dylan and his colyricist Levy began talking about their mutual love for Conrad’s exotic tales (of which the novella Heart of Darkness remains the best known).

Conrad’s inspiration would remain a general one. As Levy confirmed to Isis, “The narrative in the song is strictly original fiction, based on nothing else.” A fantastic story, fully worthy of Joseph, it is set in a hotel on a tropical island when a volcano erupts (a single phrase, “from the mountain high above,” apparently triggering the song). Hardly your Hollywood ending then, even if all the characters are straight out of a forties Warners’ picture, and the coconspirators’ intention all along was to write a screenplay-in-song, as Levy readily recalled:

When we started to write the song there was this image of a mysterious woman on a veranda somewhere, with a Panama hat and a passport. Then there was that kind of slightly seedy hotel with a gambling room. … After that, the thing began to open itself up to us. … The sense that I was feeling was like in the movies, where they have all those jungle birds screeching loudly and you just know that there is some imminent danger. … The desk clerk, well, he’s straight out of a Sidney Greenstreet movie. … That is what I was trying to achieve. The hotel is probably run by Humphrey Bogart; it is that kind of exotic setting.

Not content with telling such a texturally layered narrative, Dylan decided to set the lyrics to a 6/8 rhythm that would have represented enough of a challenge without introducing a series of internal rhymes he sure didn’t find in no rhyming dictionary (“veranda”/ “necktie and a”; “open”/ “rope and”; “second floor”/ “Ambassador”; “vous plaît”/ “fly away”; oh, and my personal favorite, “the basement blew”/ “je vous aime beaucoup”). Such outlandish rhyme schemes only affirm the whole song’s rich exoticism.

Perhaps Dylan felt that the released version of “Lily, Rosemary, and the Jack of Hearts” had simply not been musically interesting enough to sustain an equally intricate story. After all, as Levy was learning fast, “One of the things about Bob’s songs is that they don’t take on the traditional pop song with two verses and then a bridge and then a verse. … They are more based on the idea of an old ballad where the verse keeps repeating in the same form over and over for as many verses as you need it to go.” And Dylan knew that the old story-song genre represented a challenge to his audience’s attention span. The two lyricists addressed it by constructing a fast-moving story line—which they then send up with a final verse that shows us that the whole story had been the backdrop to an item on the seven o’clock news.

This coda, actually the starting point for the song, stemmed from an off hand comment by Levy: “We were talking about the state of music at the time … [and] I made some kinda joke that instead of sympathy for the Devil, people had apathy for the Devil … All this [stuff] was happening around them and they paid almost no attention to it. … That final verse was intended right from the beginning. … Now I must confess that I didn’t know exactly how to get there from the beginning but I had to get that apathy. … To make the song work you have got to turn the corner and get into another place, and look at it from another view altogether.”

Like “Hurricane,” the pair had begun writing this song in New York, finishing it off in the Hamptons, Levy specifically recalling that they “wrote two of the verses in New York and the rest of it out there in the Hamptons. … The style wasn’t any different out there; we just kept on writing, but it was more relaxed and more conducive to work.” Dylan delighted in the easy camaraderie and loose working regime. As he later informed Paul Zollo, “Writing with Jacques wasn’t difficult. It was trying to just get it down.”

One suspects they challenged each other to fill in ever more details, to color in the lives of these doomed souls. And some of the touches achieve a rare pathos, whether it is the Greek who is trying to hang himself when the lights go out and, rather than complete his suicidal act, “appears on the second floor / In his bare feet with a rope around his neck”; the dealer who tells the gambler, “You can take your money / But I don’t know how you’ll spend it in the tomb”; or the mysterious female who, at song’s end, “sheds a tear and then begins to pray / As the fire burns on and the smoke drifts away.”

Only after six sixteen-line verses does the camera-in-song pull back to reveal someone “sittin’ home alone one night / In L.A. watchin’ old Cronkite / On the seven o’clock news,” thus reiterating Dylan’s assertion that, “Unless you’re standing in somebody else’s shoes you just don’t know what it feels like.” The moral of this story is not the expected one—nor is it directed at the ill-fated characters from Black Diamond Bay, but at us.

Not surprisingly, the song proved one of the more difficult to record right, Dylan spending much of the July 29 session slugging it out with mandolin, trumpet, violin, harmonica, slide guitar, and backing vocals, trying to tease the story out. Even the stripped-down band that stepped in the following night found the song a challenge, but in the end—and with a little help from a crossfade intro—listeners got to find out about those lives consumed by an event that “left nothin’ but a Panama hat / And a pair of old Greek shoes.”

{331} CATFISH

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 28, 1975—3 takes; July 29—2 takes [TBS].

Jacques Levy told Larry Sloman that he and Dylan wrote, or finished, some fourteen songs in East Hampton. Yet we can account for barely half a dozen songs. All of the major songs on the album were already conceptualized by the time they headed there. Even after the two songwriters continued toying with the longer narratives, any time not spent drinking in the local bars was expended writing “filler” songs like “Money Blues,” “Mozambique,” and “Catfish.”

“Catfish,” a sincere attempt to celebrate one of baseball’s Hall of Famers—“Catfish” Hunter, pitcher for the Oakland Athletics when they achieved three World Series wins in the seventies, before defecting to the Yankees for a million dollars a year—had “outtake” written all over it. And yet it acquired official status as part of the scattershot 1991 set The Bootleg Series 1–3. By then Dylan was already rewriting history, claiming that Desire was “an album where I didn’t have anything and I wasn’t even thinking of making a record. I ran into Jacques downtown and we went off and just wrote some songs … [and] an album came out of it.”

{332} MOZAMBIQUE

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 29, 1975—7 takes; July 30—4 takes [DES].

First known performance: Clearwater, FL, April 17, 1976.

Another ditty dredged up from the bottom of the barrel, “Mozambique” came in for some residual stick when it was slotted onto the A-side of Desire, a comfy cushion propped between the rock that is “Isis” and the hard place called “One More Cup of Coffee.” At a time when the sunny beaches were not the focus of the world media’s attention—because of the bloody civil war then ensuing—the decision to depict the place as if it were a life-size replica of the movie set for Flying Down to Rio upset a small but noisy constituency among his critical fan base.

Such ire seems to have had the opposite effect to any intended. Dylan promptly, and perhaps predictably, issued the weakest song on Desire as the album’s second single (when everyone was demanding he make it “Sara”) and then introduced it into the 1976 live set, just as most other songs he had played hard and fast in the fall were falling by the Floridian wayside. One suspects that however much time he planned “to spend … in Mozambique,” it would be in weeks what this song took him and Jacques to write in hours.

{333} ROMANCE IN DURANGO

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 28, 1975—6 takes [DES].

First known performance: Plymouth, MA, October 30, 1975.

According to Levy, the bulk of the “Romance in Durango” lyric is his. Having jointly “established the beginning of the song,” he “stayed up almost all night and … wrote the rest of the verses.” When he presented the finished lyric to Dylan in the morning, it prompted a semiserious retort from the main man: “I can’t leave you for a minute.” If he was annoyed, he didn’t let it affect his appreciation of the results. In fact, the song became one of the pivotal points on the fall tour, Dylan dramatically segueing from this “hills of Mexico” cowboy story to those mythical hills of Wyoming for the archetypal “Isis.”

Again, conversation sparked a song idea. Dylan’s time in Durango, November 1972 through January 1973, had filled the man with cinematic visions of a Mexico he had never quite transferred to song. When Levy coaxed him in this direction, it became more Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid than Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid—save that this time the Madonna figure, Magdalena, is there at the hero’s side when he exclaims, “Oh, can it be that I am slain?”

But in one crucial sense the song directly addresses the movie he helped to make back in Durango, and which the studio took away from the director. “Romance in Durango” is about a man who is haunted by his own murder of a close friend (“Was it me that shot him down in the cantina? / Was it my hand that held the gun?”). At the point of his own death he recalls, in detail, the earlier slaying—the very technique Peckinpah intended to utilize in his 1973 film. The whole of Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid was intended to be a flashback from the vantage point of Pat Garrett, as he himself is gunned down by Poe—only for the producer Gordon Carroll to recut it at the studio’s behest without this pertinent preface. Was Dylan making a subtle joke about the Movie That Never Was? (The film was later restored to reflect Peckinpah’s original intent. Indeed, the 1973 version is now almost impossible to find.)

“Romance in Durango” was probably the last song the pair wrote for the album. It may even have convinced Dylan that his writing association with Levy had run its course, the song, for all its clever narrative touches, being another weirdly exotic script in the vein of “Isis” and “Black Diamond Bay.” They had written a handful of modern protest songs and reinvented the popular ballad—but it was probably time to move on (or back), as soon as they captured everything on tape. According to Levy, “At some point out in East Hampton [after] we had about eight or ten songs finished, Bob got on the phone and called CBS and said, ‘I’m in town, we’ve got enough songs for an album, let’s schedule a date’ … [but] when Bob went into the recording studio to make that record he was not all that familiar with some of those songs. This was a new experience for Bob; he was actually using lyric sheets to sing the songs.”

“Romance in Durango” was one such song. The lyric wasn’t at all straightforward, with phrases like “the serpent eyes of obsidian” (surely a Levy touch) and “When they rode with Villa into Torreon,” plus a chorus that was part Spanish, and elements of the song had never been seared into Dylan’s subconscious by the act of composition. Not surprisingly, the vocal he gave it on the first night of sessions, July 28, is a tad half-hearted. He is concentrating on the words, not in the usual, intuitive way, but rather like someone trying real hard to recall how the whole thing turns out.

This, combined with the fact that he was using a band who were uncertain of both the material and the man’s working methods—for this is the session at which Eric Clapton, backing singer Yvonne Elliman, English pub-rockers Kokomo, and every Village muso Dylan invited to the session attempted to gatecrash every song—means the results weren’t so much counterintuitive as counterproductive. Eric Clapton summarized the problem to Rolling Stone: “He was trying to find a situation where he could make music with new people. He was just driving around, picking musicians up and bringing them back to the sessions. It ended up with something like twenty-four musicians in the studio, all playing these incredibly incongruous instruments.”

Not surprisingly, almost everything recorded those first two nights was scrapped. The single exception was “Romance in Durango,” which Dylan did not even attempt to second-guess. There was supposedly a discussion at the August 1 “mixdown” session as to whether they should try this song slimmed down, but everyone agreed it was fine as it was. It wasn’t—as subsequent live performances amply demonstrated. In November and December 1975, “Durango” exploded with passion and attack, a blistering beacon irradiating all around it. All the nuances submerged beneath the black muddy mix at Studio E bubble up to the surface—flamenco guitars, Howie Wyeth’s snappiest snare sound, and a chemically enhanced vocal beamed in from the planes of Intuition. The ending has also been fatalistically clarified. As Telegraph editor John Bauldie wrote in his Desire monograph, “On the record, the hopeful chorus is allowed to conclude the song; in later concert performances such hope is abandoned.”

All of this was captured on film at a show in Montreal. That December 4 live performance, included in Renaldo and Clara (and on Biograph), is everything the sedate studio original is not, a master class in how the man can reinvent nightly. But once the song was deemed surplus to requirements, reflecting neither the insanity of the 1976 tour nor the overblown big-band sound of 1978 (though it was rehearsed at Rundown), it got lost in the fog that enveloped this material post-conversion.

That is, until November 24, 2003, when “Romance in Durango” became one of those remarkable one-off performances that the Never Ending Tour used to be all about. Playing Hammersmith Odeon (sorry, Labatts Apollo) for the first time in a decade, Dylan rekindled the spirit of his 1990 residency and gave a high-voltage charge to the whole evening when he began a slow, mournful arrangement of “Durango” that was word-perfect and entirely heartfelt (a coda that repeated the opening couplet even making the flashback technique explicit). Immediately, Dylan realized it was far too good for these shows and dropped it like a hot potato. But at least it made it through the night.

{334} SARA

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04. [Live lyric: Words Fill My Head.]

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 31, 1975—5 takes [DES—tk. 5].

First known performance: Plymouth, MA, October 30, 1975.

Well, some songs you figure you’re better off not to have written. There’s a few of them layin’ around.—Dylan, to Craig McGregor, March 1978

Such was Dylan’s response to a question about “Sara” by the one Australian journalist who interviewed him in both 1966 and 1978. By then, the song was well and truly back in its locker, having been last performed at the second “Night of the Hurricane” in Houston in January 1976. Like a number of songs (and one unreliable memoir) which appear to be honest expressions but really play hard and fast with the facts, “Sara” was Dylan’s way of creating a certain distance from reality for the sake of himself, first, and his audience, second. He almost admitted as much to Rolling Stone’s Jonathan Cott, when the song again came up for discussion on that exhausting world tour, in the contentious context of truthfulness and art:

I’ve heard it said that Dylan was never as truthful as when he wrote Blood on the Tracks, but that wasn’t necessarily true … “When people say ‘Sara’ was written for ‘his wife Sara,’ it doesn’t necessarily have to be about her, just because my wife’s name happened to be Sara. [pause] Anyway, was it the real Sara or the Sara in the dream? I still don’t know.”

Once again, he chose to write a song to appease his soul mate, not to satisfy his muse; and like the earlier “Wedding Song,” it was written as an album closer. According to Levy, “Bob had been fooling with ‘Sara’ for a long time. He’d got the choruses down, but the verses were actually written out at this place on Long Island where we stayed. Out there are all the dunes and beach and all that stuff mentioned in the song. He would try things out on me, but it was a very personal song for him to write.” Nearing the end of the process, and writing in self-imposed isolation, Dylan had returned to writing about himself, but in a way that suggested he was still shying away from reality.

In his famous article on “Joey,” Lester Bangs bluntly asked perhaps the most pressing question the Desire songs raise: “Why, in 1975, should Dylan return to what … passes for activism? Because he’s having trouble coming up with meaningful subject matter closer to home, that’s why; either that or whatever is going on in his personal life is so painful and fucked up he is afraid or unwilling to confront it in his art.” In the winter of 1976, when banging out such Bangsian bile, there was no evidence to support this interpretation of Dylan’s affairs. He was relying solely on his critical instincts. In the ensuing months this supposition acquired biographical weight, as Dylan’s marriage again entered free fall, at the same time as he summarily replaced “Sara” in the live set with “Idiot Wind.”

On “Sara,” her husband is surrendering to sentimentality all the way down the line. Even the line about “staying up for days in the Chelsea Hotel / Writing ‘Sad-Eyed Lady of the Lowlands’ for you” smacks of snake oil. Coming from the pen of a man whose “personal life is so painful and fucked up he is afraid or unwilling to confront it in his art,” it makes an awful kind of sense that Dylan was trying to retie the bond in song. Unfortunately for his personal well-being, that “enemy within” was just as anxious to unlace the selfsame straps. Are we expected to believe it mere coincidence that he chose to sandwich the five takes of “Sara” he recorded on the thirty-first between “Abandoned Love” and “Isis”? Or did his other self know that, for all such protestations, he would not hold on to her very long?

{335} SIGN LANGUAGE

Published lyric/s: Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

Known studio recordings: Shangri La Studios, Malibu, CA, March 1976 [NRTC].

After penning “Sara” in the Hamptons, Dylan returned to New York to find that at least one song about a fucked-up personal life was still swimming around in his subconscious. When he hooked up with his old friend, Eric Clapton, he played him said song, which he told the guitarist was called “Sign Language” and that “he’d woken up that day and just written down the whole thing. And he didn’t understand why or what it meant. And as I listened to it, I realized it didn’t have any kind of story line to it, it was just a series of images and powerful vocals put together. It was very stirring.”

This was how Clapton described the song to a Rolling Stone reporter some five months before he set about recording the song himself. Perhaps a song like this, which hadn’t “any kind of story line to it [but] was just a series of images,” was Dylan’s subconscious telling him what an opportunity he had scorned when he turned to writing travelogues. And yet, just like “I Don’t Want to Do It”—a song he previously donated to Clapton’s close friend George Harrison—Dylan had no intention of responding to this song’s calling.

“Sign Language” did not feature at any of the Desire sessions, even though it was presumably during the first session—or a day or two before—that Dylan played the song to Clapton (who had been in town since at least the twenty-second, when he guested at a Rolling Stones concert). One suspects that would have been that, if it had been down to Dylan. But the song had been played to a fellow musician, who recognized its worth. And its potential. Three months later, conversing with Rolling Stone, it was still on Clapton’s mind; and a further five months down the road, he was looking to rework “Sign Language” himself.

Fortunately for Clapton, the sessions for his new album, booked through March 1976 at the Band’s Shangri-La Studio in Malibu, contained more than enough elements to entice Dylan into joining in. Having already recorded “One of Us Must Know,” Clapton cajoled Dylan into sharing the microphone with him on another song where its author was “surrounded by fakery,” targeting a capricious woman who has been “taking advantage / and bringing me down.” In a couple of shakes the English guitarist had rescued a remnant from that lost continuum to Desire’s bloody predecessor.

{336} WIRETAPPIN’

Known studio recordings: Columbia Studios, NYC, July 28, 1975.

We are reliant on Larry Sloman’s On the Road With Bob Dylan for any record that such a song was performed, and presumably recorded, at the first of the Desire “big band” sessions. According to Sloman, a song of this name, with the burden “Wire tapping / It can happen,” was one of “seven tunes” they ran through that night (the studio log lists only six). No such song has been located on the multitrack reels, and the possibility remains that it was a song Dylan ran down, perhaps at the piano, but never recorded; just as he ran down a number of songs as a warm-up at the October “Hurricane” session without Devito ever pressing record.

Note: Another possibility is that this is the mysterious “Devito’s Song,” attributed to the August 1, 1975, “playback” session—that is, if said song is anything more than some impromptu jam.

{337} PATTY’S GONE TO LAREDO

{338} WHAT WILL YOU DO WHEN JESUS COMES?

Known studio recordings: SIR Rehearsals, NYC, October 1975 [R+C].

Between the end of July 1975 and April 1978, when Dylan finally got around to recording Desire’s successor—a gap almost as great as the more famous one between New Morning and Planet Waves—there is very little evidence he was bothering to write song ideas down, at least not until the summer of 1977, when he began working on the first batch of Street-Legal songs. Like the equally undocumented period which separated Blonde on Blonde from the back wheel of his bike, the handful of extant songs from the eight months during which Dylan grappled with his Rolling Thunder Revue exist only because he was captured in rehearsal, in impromptu mode, by the film crew and/or some strategically placed tape recorder.

Perhaps that “Riding Down the Highway” he broke into at an April ’76 Clearwater rehearsal was the start of a new song and not some Delta blues lodged in his id. Likewise, who knows what treasures may lie among the “three hundred songs [he played] one after the other”—according to Mick Ronson—at the October 1975 SIR rehearsals, while “there were tape machines [rolling] and everything [was] getting set up.”

Just two new songs from those rehearsals later popped up, both on the soundtrack to the Renaldo and Clara film, and neither in a state which made it entirely clear what Dylan was singing or where said take may be going. “Patty’s Gone to Laredo” could be the song Dylan was rumored to have written about Patty Hearst around this time, though most of its words are drowned out by the dialogue that Dylan (and coproducer Alk) have superimposed over a two-minute excerpt of a full-band performance, leaving us with just the hint that “she’ll be back soon” and the statement that “the door is locked.”

“What Will You Do When Jesus Comes?” is another full-band performance, complete with backing vocals and fully intelligible lyrics—which does rather presuppose it was not entirely worked up from scratch. A cross between “I’d Hate to Be You on That Dreadful Day” and “When You Gonna Wake Up,” it lasts barely a minute before an exponent of the shopping-list school of poetry intrudes. Lines like “What will you say, when Jesus comes? / Will you kick him out in the street, will you drive him into the heat?” naturally assume a certain prophetic importance in the light of his subsequent conversion. For now he had only questions, like the ones he presented to Ron Rosenbaum in conversation at the time of the film’s release: “What is it that attracts people to Christ? The fact that it was such a tragedy, is what. Who does Christ become when he lives inside a certain person? Many people say that Christ lives inside them: Well, what does that mean?” The answer, my friend …

{339} SEVEN DAYS

Published lyric/s: The Telegraph #13; Lyrics 85; Lyrics 04.

First known performance: Bellevue Biltmore Hotel, Clearwater, FL, April 17, 1976.

As the only completed original definitely written in the twelve months after Desire’s release, “Seven Days” takes on an importance its slight nature barely warrants. Again, there is precious little to suggest someone addressing his pain head-on. We are back in Nashville Skyline territory—simple rhymes going with straightforward yearnings—though thankfully sung with a great deal more urgency than that earlier material. In fact, it is sung with the same urgency—and libidinous promise—as the raunchy rearrangements of “Lay Lady Lay” and “Tonight I’ll Be Staying Here With You” he was performing live at this time. He certainly makes no secret of the lustful impetus underlying this yearning—“I been good while I been waitin,” maybe guilty of hesitatin’ / I just been holdin’ on.”

If there is a secondhand lyrical influence at work it is not so much Chuck Berry’s “Thirty Days”—as Paul Williams suggests—but rather John Sebastian’s “Darling Be Home Soon.” Dylan puts his own spin on Sebastian’s choral plea: “It’s not just these few hours, I’ve been waiting since I toddled,” which in “Seven Days” becomes “She been gone / Ever since I been a child.” Any tenderness, though, is stripped bare, much like the new version of “Lay Lady Lay.” Dylan even admits as much during the song’s final couplet: “Trying to be tender, with somebody I remember / In a night that’s always sadder than the day.” Maybe he was addressing his pain, after all.

This is how Dylan sings it on the song’s final tour performance in Orlando, as well as two nights earlier in Tampa (the version included on The Bootleg Series 1–3). However, the song was not copyrighted from one of these performances, but rather from a “dress rehearsal” run-through at the Biltmore Hotel in Clearwater on April 17, when Dylan was still singing “Seven more days that are connected, just like I expected”—as opposed to the contradictory “Seven days she’ll be going, I can hear that whistle blowing.” The former was evidently the version given to Ron Wood, who would record the song this way—and issue it as a rather feisty single—after receiving it in March, while both friends lent a hand on Eric Clapton’s new album. With no plans to record it himself, Dylan happily gave his buddy the song, dropping it from the set within five days of the start of the spring tour, having perhaps realized he had really not ‘been good while I been waitin.’”
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